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“One call could save a life”

The war that took place in Lebanon during July and August 2006 will always remain as a dark stain in the 
memories of many in the region. Over 1,200 Lebanese perished in a fierce conflict that we hope we will 
never again witness. And although over 30,000 homes were destroyed, $2.5 billion in physical damages 
and unmeasured billions in losses were inflicted to the local economy, the Lebanese never lost their 
dignity and came through with honor.

Mobile telecommunications played a critical role in this tragic conflict. Not only was it the main commm
munication medium for those stranded after the roads and bridges were bombed, it also helped transmit 
vital information via SMS for evacuation purposes and allowed people to escape bombardments, find 
food and fuel, and reunite with family and friends. It added another dimension to the media coverage 
through the use of phone integrated cameras and it was used to disseminate propaganda messages 
across borders. These are only a few of the highlights disclosed in this report. 

As a leader in mobile telecommunications services, MTC sees it as its duty to better understand the effects 
of mobile phones on all its customers under all conditions.  As a responsible corporation, we are sharing 
the knowledge and information we gathered and analyzed during the conflict from MTC Touch; our local 
Lebanese operation and other sources, so that organizations around the globe can get a glimpse of the 
experiences and reactions of a nation under siege. This report seeks to fulfill this challenge.

We at MTC are committed to invest in the future of Lebanon by developing the country’s telecommunicamm
tions sector through clearmcut strategies leveraging synergies from our operations in the Middle East 
and Africa. We wish to renovate the sector making it one of the most advanced in the region, serving the 
interests of the Lebanese people as a whole.

I would like to thank the Lebanese Ministry of Telecommunications and its fixed network provider Ogero 
for their continued help and support, especially throughout the monthmlong conflict. I would also wish to 
thank all those who have contributed to this unique report. Through it, we hope to empower people with 
a tool that can make a difference in the future. 

I would like to extend my sincere gratitude to all the staff of MTC Touch Lebanon for their courage and 
outstanding determination in keeping the mobile phone network on air during the conflict. They risked 
their lives to live up to the motto that “one call could save a life.”

Dr. Saad Al Barrak
Chief Executive Officer, MTC Group
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EXEcUTIVE SUmmARY

• Mobile phones played a vital role in communications during the Lebanon conflict of July-August 2006. 
Call volumes jumped by almost 40% in the immediate aftermath of the outbreak of hostilities. 

• Mobiles proved essential in keeping people in touch during the massive movement of people from 
the south of the country to other regions and overseas. Call volumes fell almost 60% in the south and 
increased elsewhere.

• Call patterns also show the role played by mobiles in allowing Lebanese people overseas to stay in 
touch with friends and family during the conflict: the volume of these roaming calls reached a peak 
85% higher than the average for the months before July. 

• The increase in demand, coupled with damage to the network due to bombing, led to a sharp increase 
in call congestion, but this was relatively short lived. Re-routing of traffic and repairs and new invest--
ment took measures of congestion back towards their pre-war levels within a few weeks. 

• Calls from mobiles to the emergency services not surprisingly jumped on several days. There was also 
a dramatic surge in subscriptions to an SMS news service for the duration of the war.

• Within a very short period of the ceasefire, the earlier trends of growth in use of SMS and voice calls 
seemed to have been resumed, which is particularly impressive in view of the movement of substan--
tial numbers of people and the physical damage sustained by the network. 

• The patterns of mobile use in Lebanon during the summer of 2006 confirm the finding from other 
emergencies of the importance to individuals of access to communication provided by mobiles, and 
the resilience of the network compared to other parts of the communications infrastructure. 

• The contribution of mobile in Lebanon during this period occurred despite the country’s relatively low 
mobile penetration rate and high call charges. An important policy question going forward will be how 
to ensure most effectively the spread of mobile use through the population.
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 1 
INTRODUcTION

In the summer of 2006, Lebanon found itself a battleground as the Israeli government and the Hezbollah 
forces fought in the south of the country. Between midmJuly and midmAugust these two sides engaged in 
a war that involved rocket, land, sea and aerial attacks, causing thousands of deaths, several hundred 
thousand casualties and the migration of almost a million civilians (23% of the population), as well as 
significant physical destruction.

The Middle East has been characterised by substantial conflict in recent years, including the US invamm
sion of Iraq and the subsequent sectarian violence in that country. A distinguishing feature of the summm
mer 2006 war in Lebanon is that it took place in a capitalist and democratic country with an advanced 
telecommunications industry, including widespread use of mobile telephones. This report looks at how 
people used mobile communications during the conflict, and the impact of the availability of this means 
of communication on the individuals affected by the conflict.

1.1 
growth of mobile telephony

The use of mobile telephones has grown dramatically since they first emerged in the US and Europe 
a little over 20 years ago. The total number of mobile phone customers had reached more than 1.8 
billion by the end of 2005. Many western countries such as the United Kingdom, and some nonmOECD 
countries too, have a penetration rate of more than 100% – meaning that there is more than one phone 
for each person. 

Recently, the highest growth rates in access to mobile have been seen in the developing world, where 
the technology has offered access to a modern communications network without the slow and costly 
investment required to extend existing fixedmline telephone systems. Research has established that the 
use of mobile faces few barriers: the networks are suitable for many terrains; individual users do not 
need much access to electricity or other infrastructure; and there are few economic and social barriers.1 
The average annual growth rate in mobile subscriptions has been more than 50% in Africa since 2000, 
and there has also been rapid growth in Asia and Latin America.

In the Middle East and North Africa (MENA) region as a whole, the number of mobile phone subscripmm
tions has also grown rapidly.2 Liberalisation of the industry has been the primary force behind the telemm
communications boom in the region. There was significant (75.5%) growth in the number of mobile 
customers, from 49.06 million in 2004 to 86.11 million in 2005 and over 180 million in 2006.3

Lebanon registered a modest increase in that year, with the number of mobile phone customers growing 
by 18.3% from 0.86 million in 2004 to reach 0.99 million in 2005 and 1.01 million in midm2006. This means 
the country ranks 14th in the MENA area, with a mobile penetration rate (of 28% in 2005). This compares 
with saturated markets such as Bahrain, (which had the highest penetration rate of 103% in 2005), folmm
lowed by the UAE (101%) and Qatar (92%). At the bottom of the scale lie Iraq, Syria and Egypt. These 
latter countries are significantly poorer than Lebanon in terms of average living standards. Compared 
with countries in other regions with similar or even lower GDP per capita, Lebanon’s mobile penetration 
rate is relatively low. For example, in Botswana and South Africa, with only slightly lower GDP per capita, 
the rates were 47% and 72%.4 

Notes

1 See for example The 
Impact of Mobile in 
Africa. http://www.
vodafone.com/africa

2 Arab ICT Use Index, 2005, 
Madar Research, July 2006

3 Zawya Research, 2006. 
http://www.ifpexpo.com/ 
News_show_news.
asp?id=2300  
Figures for 2006 are 4th 
quarter.

4 Figures on mobile penetramm
tion rates from International 
telecommunications Union. 
Israel’s mobile penetration 
rate was 112 per cent in 
2005. Figures on GDP per 
capita from World Bank. In 
Lebanon GDP per capita 
was about $6000 in 2005; 
in Egypt $1250; in Botswana 
and South Africa $5000.
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1.2  
Lebanon’s telecommunications networks

Lebanon’s existing internet and telecommunications infrastructure was largely built in the early 1990s 
as part of the reconstruction which took place after the civil war. The state has a monopoly of local and 
international fixedmline telephone call services, currently provided by the wholly governmentmowned 
company Ogero Ltd. The two mobile providers are MTC Touch (owned by Kuwaitmbased MTC) and Alfa 
(51% owned by a subsidiary of Deutsche Telekom, with the remaining stake owned by Saudi companies 
FAL Holding and Detasad).

MTC Group was authorised in June 2004 by the Lebanese government to operate MTC Touch, one of 
the country’s two existing mobile telecommunications networks, for four years under a management 
contract. At the end of 2006, it had 560,000 customers, representing a 51% market share, while Alfa had 
a 49% share. 

As in all nonmOECD countries, the majority of customers in Lebanon are prempaid customers. While 85% 
of total customers in the MENA region are prempaid, the figures for MTC Touch and Alfa are lower, at 75 
and 54% respectively. This lower prevalence than the regional average is primarily due to higher than 
average prempaid charges. At 47 cents per minute, they are over 290% higher than the regional average 
of 12 cents per minute. In general, Lebanon has the most expensive telecoms costs, 62.5% higher than 
the regional average of 8 cents per minute. Similarly, SMS costs in Lebanon are the most expensive, 
with Alfa and MTC Touch charging 20 cents and 15 cents to postmpaid clients, respectively, compared to 
the regional average of 6.3 cents.5 For prempaid customers, MTC Touch charges 9 cents per SMS.

magic orange is mtc touch’s main pre-paid 
plan. it includes a range of services including 
sms, international, call forward, call wait, and 
call holding. the basic per minute tariff is $0.47 
for a call to another mtc phone. rechargeable 
top-up vouchers come in three denominations: 

- $18.95 buys a card with 10 days’ validity and 
5-day grace period;

- $28.45 buys a card with 20 days’ validity and 
5-day grace period;

- $37.90 buys a card with 30 days’ validity and 
5-day grace period.

mtc also maintains a magic green product in--
herited from the previous provider, not offered 
to new customers. its pricing structure consists 
of higher denomination top-ups of much longer 

(1 or 2 months’) validity, and an additional $10 
payment for 100 sms units.

the post-paid option is called touch Line. A 
new subscription costs $82.50, while trans--
ferring from pre-paid to post-paid costs 
$27.50. customers also need to provide an id, 
residence certificate, and a usd$100 deposit 
or a bank guarantee. for international calls a 
$500 deposit or a bank guarantee is required. 

the tariff rate for pre-paid is $0.47 for one local 
minute, while a sms costs $0.09. for post-paid 
the cost is $0.13 per local minute while an sms 
message costs $0.15 to another mtc line, $0.20 
to another operator and $0.30 to international 
destinations.

costs of mobile in Lebanon: mTc’s customer Plans

1.3  
the role of mobile in Emergencies

Earlier research on the use of mobiles in disasters and emergencies in other contexts has identified the 
distinctive contribution of mobile at different stages of emergency situations: early warnings; the impact 
of an unfolding disaster; the chaotic situation of the immediate aftermath; and the needs of longermterm 
reconstruction.6 The key advantages of mobile are:
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m The speed of recovery of mobile networks after physical damage, significantly less than for other commm
munications media such as fixed line networks, TV and radio, thanks to shortmterm measures such as 
the use of temporary masts which can be driven to an affected region as well as to the smallermscale of 
repair and new installation needed in mobile compared to fixed networks;

m The ability of operators to optimise the use of the network under strain in order to minimise congestion 
and call failure rates, drawing on their normal experience of responding to peaks in demand;

m People’s ability to send and receive SMS messages even when the networks are too busy for additional 
voice calls;

m Mobile’s greater accessibility than many other sources of information and communication in lowm and 
middlem income countries;

m Mobile’s unique capacity to distribute information directly amongst the people affected by the emermm
gency, wherever they are, which has been confirmed to be more effective than the centralised broadmm
casting of information and advice as an emergency unfolds, thanks to the better and more upmtomdate 
knowledge of those in the midst of the events;

m Similarly, mobile’s unique contribution of in speeding the process of recovery and rebuilding, thanks to 
the timely availability of decentralised information.

These broad lessons emerged from a range of experiences including natural disasters such as the 
December 2004 tsunami, the Bam earthquake and Hurricane Katrina and terrorist attacks in Istanbul 
and elsewhere. The aim here is to explore the contribution of mobile in a situation of war.

1.4  
the War in Lebanon, July-August 2006

The conflict in the summer of 2006, beginning on 12 July, caused heavy loss of life amongst both commm
batants and civilians, and many casualties. Rockets and air strikes both sides inflicted heavy damage 
on infrastructure, particularly in southern Lebanon and Beirut. As many as one million Lebanese are 
estimated to have fled the main areas of fighting for the relative safety in the North.

The outbreak and escalation of the war and its escalation undoubtedly triggered increased demand to 
both make and receive calls, including international calls (by residents, emigrants and tourists), and 
to use SMS services (text messages). The scale of the migration meant that the focus of this demand 
was likely to shift between regions of the country. At the end of the war the pattern shifted again as the 
refugees returned to their homes and set about seeking members of their families and organizing the 
recovery and reconstruction effort. 

At the same time as the increase and shift in demand, the conflict also brought widespread damage to 
infrastructure that ran into billions of dollars. This included the mobile networks. A total of 24 sites and 
microcells were either destroyed, damaged or dismantled by their owners. Most of the damage occurred 
in southern Lebanon and some suburbs of Beirut. The telecommunications networks were very much 
part of the targeted infrastructure, along with other resources such as key roads and bridges.

This report assesses the role played by mobile during the conflict and its aftermath through data colmm
lected from the Lebanese mobile operation MTC Touch. The next section describes the evidence from 
network data on how mobile customers in Lebanon responded to the conflict of JulymAugust 2006 and 
its aftermath, looking at domestic and international voice calls and text messages. Section 3 looks at the 
issues involved in dealing with physical damage to the network during the war. Section 4 concludes.

Notes

5 Zawya Research, 2006.  
http://www.ifpexpo.com/ 
News_show_news.
asp?id=2300

6 World Disasters Report 
2005, International 
Federation of Red Cross and 
Red Crescent Societies; The 
Role of Mobiles in Disasters 
and Emergencies, GSM 
Association, December 2005. 
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12 July
Hezbollah captures two 
Israeli soldiers, wounds 
two and kills three. Israel 
retaliates with ground, air 
and sea attacks and targets 
several roads and bridges 
in southern Lebanon.

13 July

Israel bombs the runways 
of Lebanon’s sole interna--
tional airport and imposes 
air and sea blockade on 
Lebanon and mounts fur--
ther strikes against roads 
and bridges, and telecoms 
infrastructure.

14 July
Hezbollah rocket critically 
damages an Israeli warship 
off the Lebanese coast. 

15 July
Israel attacks ports in 
Beirut and Tripoli and two 
predominantly Christian 
towns. Israeli troops begin 
telling village inhabitants 
to evacuate; later a convoy 
of 20 refugees is attacked 
in an airstrike.

16 July
Bombing in Tyre and Bekkaa. 

17 July
Israeli air strikes target 
Hezbollah stronghold, 
killing 17 combatants. 
Hezbollah retaliates by 
firing Katyusha rockets 35 
miles south of the border.

18 July
13 civilians from two 
families killed in an air raid 
in the southern town of 
Aytaroun. Reported death 
toll rises to 200. Hezbollah 
rockets strike Haifa, 
wounding several Israelis.

19 July

Israel drops 23 tons of 
explosives on a Hezbollah 
leadership bunker in a 
Beirut suburb. Heavy dam--
age to Lebanon’s infrastruc--
ture reported, with a total 
of 42 bridges destroyed 
and 38 roads damaged, and 
extensive damage to tele--
communications, electricity, 
ports, and airports.

20 July

Evacuation procedures for 
foreign nationals and dual 
citizenship holders begins. 
The evacuation is dubbed 
as one of the largest since 
Dunkirk during World War II.

21 July

Fuel shortages are being 
felt throughout all of 
Lebanon due to the Israeli 
blockade. Cars are queing 
in the few petrol stations 
still open.

Death toll of Lebanese civil--
ians rises to 300. Almost 
three quarters of Lebanese 
civilians in the affected 
regions have fled north by 
this point. 

22 July
2,000 Israeli soldiers enter 
Lebanon and jets bomb 
television and mobile 
phone transmission towers 
in southern Beirut. Israeli 
officials warn people in 14 
South Lebanon villages to 
leave; thousands flee north 
to Sidon.

23 July
About 270 Israeli airstrikes 
throughout Lebanon killing 
13 civilians. 

24 July
Israel halt air strikes on 
Beirut because of surprise 
visit by US Secretary of 
State Condoleeza Rice. 

25 July
Israel intensifies attack 
with over 100 strikes in 
southern Lebanon and 
fresh assaults on Beirut. 
Israeli officials indicate 
they plan to maintain a 
ground presence until 
multinational peacekeep--
ing force deployed.

26 July
UN Secretary General Kofi 
Annan condemns airstrike 
that killed its observers as 

“deliberate”. UN Security 
Council proposed condem--
nation of the attack vetoed 
by the US.

27 July
Lebanon’s Prime Minister 
proposes a peace-plan at 
the 15-nation conference 
in Rome. Israeli military 
and Hezbollah fighters 
exchange heavy fire around 
three border towns in 
southern Lebanon.

28 July

Over 10,000 tons of heavy 
fuel oil has spilled into 
the Mediterranean sea 
and reached as far north 
as Tripoli. The oil spill was 
caused by a bombing on 
the Jieh power plant’s fuel 
reserve on 13 and 15 July.

29 July
Israeli troops withdraw 
from the town of Bint Jbeil, 
which is seen to symbolise 
Israel’s difficulty in push--
ing guerrillas back from 
the border. 

30 July

Israel calls off airstrikes 
for 48 hours after attack 
on Qana kills 28 people, 
including 16 children, hiding 
in a bomb shelter. A record 
156 rockets hit Israel.

31 July
At the United Nations, a 
Security Council meeting on 
planning for a new peace--
keeping force is delayed.

2 August
Lebanese authorities say 
Israeli military operation 
has displaced almost 
900,000 people and has 
caused $2bn in damage to 
the Lebanese infrastructure.

3 August
Israel announced it has told 
the Israeli Defence Force to 
prepare for swift takeover 
of the entire area south of 
the Litani river, 18 miles 
into Lebanon. 

4 August

Israeli warplanes destroyed 
four bridges on the main 
coastal highway north of 
Beirut, disrupting efforts to 
aid civilians displaced or 
trapped by the conflict. 

5 August
Israeli commando soldiers 
land in Tyre where fighting 
erupted with Hezbollah 
forces. Commandos attack a 
suspected rocket-launching 
site in the northern part of 
the city.

7 August
Draft UN ceasefire resolu--
tion is published.

8 August
Israeli Prime Minister Ehud 
Olmert termed “interest--
ing” a Lebanese proposal 
to send 15,000 troops to its 
southern border. 

10 August

Israeli military drops leaflets 
in Beirut, urging people in 
southern Shi’ite neighbour--
hoods to evacuate. Telecoms 
network damage from 
airstrike in central Beirut. 
UN estimates 915,000 
people now displaced.

11 August
Israeli army pushes 
further into southern 
Lebanon, heading toward 
the Litani. UN-resolu--
tion to end the conflict is 
unanimously accepted 
by the Security Council.

12 August
Kofi Annan announces that 
a UN-brokered cease-fire 
will begin at 8 am 14 August.

13 August

Israel launches its heaviest 
bombing campaign on the 
southern suburb of Beirut 
to date. Hezbollah launches 
record number of rockets 
towards Israel.

14 August
Ceasefire goes into effect 
As many as 300,000 
refugees start to return 
over the next few days to 
areas where many build--
ings, roads and bridges 
have been destroyed.

15 August
IDF starts its withdrawal 
from Lebanon. Over 1,200 
Lebanese have been killed 
while some 132 Israelis have 
perished during the war. 

Timeline of the Conflict

Source: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Timeline_of_the_2006_Israel_Lebnanon_conflict
Photos © Mohammad Azakir
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• 1100 killed and 3698 wounded
• Many bodies still unfound under wreckage
• 1/3 of casualties are children & majority civilians
• More than 1 million displaced
• Complete blockade of air, sea & land transport
• More than 70 bridges and 94 roads destroyed
• Beirut International airport, all national

airways and major Lebanese ports bombed
• Electrical power plants bombed 

and related fuel tanks destroyed
• More than 20 gas and fuel stations destroyed
• Factories (food industries), warehouses, dams,

schools, TV & radio stations, churches, mosques,
hospitals, ambulances, civil defense centre 
and UN base bombed. 

• Thousands of civilian houses destroyed
• Estimated cost of infrastructure hit exceeds

US$ 2.5 billion
• Reported Israeli use of Internationally-banned

bombs
• More than 10 thousand tons of heavy oil polute

80 km of sea coast

Source: UN & Lebanese Government
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 2  
USE Of mObILES DURING ThE cONfLIcT

2.1 
overview

Call demand increased sharply in the immediate aftermath of the outbreak of hostilities. Unsurprisingly, 
that led to a concomitant rise in congestion and in the number of calls that could not be completed. The 
mass migration of people from south to north of Lebanon added to the pressure on different regional parts 
of the network. From its initial peak, the total number of calls made then declined steadily during the 
course of the war, as did the indicators for congestion and call failure. Although the telecoms infrastructure 
was damaged by the bombing, swift action by engineers and network managers restored service quickly. 

This pattern confirms the experience of a wide range of other emergencies in other parts of the world, 
namely that while mobile infrastructure is vulnerable to damage, it is also possible to restore the netmm
work to close to its earlier capacity very quickly, within a matter of days or weeks. This resilience is one 
of the characteristics of mobile technology. 

The evidence from Lebanon shows that soon after the 14 August ceasefire traffic volumes and network 
efficiency had returned to their premconflict levels (see charts 1 & 2). Total domestic calls made averaged 
around 10 million a day during June, with a normal weekly pattern of a peak on Friday and Saturday and 
a trough in call volumes on Sundays. Immediately after the outbreak of hostilities on 12 July, total call 
volume jumped by 40% to almost 14 million on 13 and 14 July, before then falling back to around 9 million 
calls a day. By the end of August, however, call volumes were back to the premwar level. Thus there is 
no evidence of a longmterm impact on demand for telephone services. Looking over a longer time period 
shows that the war was a noticeable blip – but not more than that – in the continuous growth in mobile 
phone usage. Within a remarkably short time period, usage had returned to its previous trend. 

In the aftermath of the war mobile phone use recovered, gradually at first. Data for September shows 
that use of phones for both calls and text messages was below immediatempremwar levels. For instance 
by the end of the third week of September, a month after the ceasefire, call 
volumes were around 82% lower than in early June although 9.4% above a 
typical weekday during the war. The fact that call volumes had risen by almost 
5% between Friday 1 September and Friday 22 September indicates that there 
was a gradual return towards previous levels even in the immediate aftermath 
of the war, however. 

Analysis of the use of SMS over a period of months shows that the war had a 
noticeable impact on volumes but again that it was only a blip in a clear growth 
trend. Prempaid customers are particularly heavy users of SMS, mainly due to 
their lower cost: they send four times as many text messages as postmpaid usmm
ers. However, it is important to keep in mind that prempaid users represent 
the majority of the operators’ customers. MTC Touch customers sent a total of 
9.80 million messages in January 2005, a figure that had risen to 12.3 million a 
year later – an increase of 25.5%. By the following year there had been a 49% 
increase. As a whole 2006 saw an increase of 27% on the previous 12mmonth 
period. The monthly profile of the number of SMS sent shows a clear picture 
of a spike and then a decline in their use during the weeks of the war and 
then a marked pickmup afterwards. The number of text messages sent rose by 
almost 7% between June and July, the month when war broke out. It then fell 
20% in August and fell again marginally in September before rising back to an 

Bombing of Fatka 
Telecommunication and 
TV site in July 2006. v
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allmtime record in December. This picture could be explained by a number of factors, discussed in further 
detail below. One possibility is that, despite the best efforts of engineers to manage heavy demand and remm
pair the system, it may have taken customers longer to become aware that normal capacity had returned. 
Users may also have wanted to conserve their credit just in case. Once the ceasefire was seen to be in 
place, life returned to normal and phone use, as evidenced by text message volumes, returned to normal.

As a result of the combination of higher demand and network damage, call congestion rose dramatically 
from a very low level (0.34% in early June), growing steadily each day from 12 July onwards until reachmm
ing a peak of 14.8% on 17 July, the day after a bombing raid that hit several mobile installations. By the 
end of the month congestion rates had almost fallen back to their premwar level. Similarly, the proportion 
of calls that were broken off early– the dropped call rate – rose from below 0.6% of the total to a peak 
above 1% on 19 July. Meanwhile the proportion of calls that could not be connected – the handover failmm
ure rate – almost doubled from below 0.3% before the war to a peak of just under 0.6%. By the end of 
August it had returned to 0.3%. It is worth noting that the handover failure rate briefly touched an even 
higher peak early in June, indicating that while call volumes and network conditions during the war did 
cause difficulties, there are other precedents for the impact of sharp spikes in demand. Some of these 
are explored further below. 
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2.2 
Emergency calls

It is natural to assume that one of the key benefits 
of mobiles for individual customers is the abilmm
ity to call for emergency help. The evidence from 
Lebanon is that this benefit was certainly realized 
at the start of the war (see chart 3). The first few 
days saw a sharp rise in the number of emergency 
calls. In the six weeks up to 11 July, there were only 
two days on which there were more than 3,000 
calls to 112, the Lebanese emergency number. On 
the 12, 13 and 14 July the figure rose to 3,247, 4,042 
and 6,883 respectively. However, this turned out to 
be the peak in the daily number of 112 calls for the 
entire period of the conflict. This perhaps reflects 
the fact that families then turned their energies 
to fleeing the attacks and going to safer regions 
rather than remaining in situ and calling for help as their towns and villages were bombed. 

The exact nature of the emergency calls made during those early days is unclear, although they would 
certainly have been prompted by the preliminary alarm about the conflict. The exchange of missile fire 
over the border with Israel and the bombing of Beirut International Airport and the offices of Hezbollah 
by the Israeli air force did not inflict mass casualties. It was reported that 50 Lebanese civilians had died 
by 14 July.

There were also two later but lower peaks in the number of 112 calls. The second highest was on 19 July, 
when 5,792 calls were made. That evening saw a major Israeli bombing raid on Hezbollah premises in a 
suburb of Beirut. In addition, on 15 August 5,278 calls were made even though this was the second day of 
the ceasefire. Outside those two dates, the volume of emergency calls varied between 3,000 and 5,000. In 
other words the 112 call volume remained substantially above the premwar norm for the entire duration 
of the conflict. At no time, however, was the pressure of demand such that network capacity had to be 
diverted to the emergency services.

0

1000

2000

3000

4000

5000

6000

7000

8000

06/02/10

06/09/10

06/16/10

06/23/10

06/30/10

07/0
7/1

0

07/1
4/10

07/2
1/10

07/2
8/10

08/04/10

08/11/10

08/18/10

08/25/10

09/01/10

chart 3: Emergency calls to 112
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2.3 
call Patterns

In the period prior to the war, MTC Touch was handling more than 2 million outgoing calls and call formm
warding functions every day from Monday to Saturday (call volumes are lower on Sundays). The volume 
is split roughly equally between its Magic Orange prempay service and postmpaid services.1 

The four weeks up to 11 July saw a daily average of 2.37 million calls made by customers of the two main 
services. On 12 July, the first day of hostilities, the call volume hit 2.63 million and jumped again to 3.03 
million on the following day and 3.02 million on 14 July. This peak represents a 28% increase on the 
premwar average. The number of calls then fell sharply, hitting a trough of 1.31 million calls on 6 August 
(although one should bear in mind that was a Sunday and assume that traditional habits held strong demm
spite the military action). In fact the average for the duration of the conflict was 1.62 million calls a day. 

There are undoubtedly a number of factors contributing to explain that pattern. The outbreak of war 
would have prompted people to make immediate contact with family and friends in other parts of the 
country. Moreover, a large number of people left the country, and a majority of these would have been 
relatively wealthy, and therefore more likely to have mobiles and use them more. Furthermore, damage 
to base stations and mobile switching centres (MSCs) and network congestion will also have contributed 
by making it difficult or impossible for people in some areas to make calls at certain times, especially in 
the early days of the conflict. This issue is discussed in more detail in Section 3.
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chart 4: call volumes during the weeks of conflict

Customer behaviour was also affected by changes in the validity of prempaid cards, which reduced the 
need to spend balances on the cards as quickly as normal. Prempaid cards are normally only valid for up 
to one month. Customers’ purchases therefore have two elements, namely purchasing enough credit to 
cover likely call costs and managing call volumes to ensure the credit can be spent within the validity 
period. On 18 July, six days after the start of the war, the validity of prempaid cards was extended. On 21 
August the validity was again reduced but this was followed on 28 August by the announcement of a 
twommonth grace period running up to 25 October.

Notes

1 Call volume on the legacy 
Magic Green service is relamm
tively small in comparison.
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Customers responded as might be expected to these changes. There was a significant drop in recharged 
voucher sales during the war due to people’s movements and reduced accessibility to retail outlets. After 
the 18 July announcement of the extension of validity, there was a fall in the average recharge per cusmm
tomer per week as users were no longer so concerned that their cards would expire. This is confirmed 
by analysis of the types of vouchers. There was a sudden decrease in recharges of the $37.90 voucher, 
which is valid for 30 days, and a similar rise in the $18.95 voucher, which has 10 days’ validity. In addition 
many foreigners – for whom the $37.90 voucher was the most popular – were evacuated by their embasmm
sies. Between 10 and 20 August the proportion of recharges for both vouchers averaged around 50%. 
On the day of the ceasefire, recharges for the $37.90 jumped to around 65per cent while $18.95 voucher 
recharges dropped to around 25%.

Customers also allowed their credit balances to fall over the course of the war. While just 7% had balmm
ances of between zero and $0.50 on 26 June that share had risen to around 13% by 22 August, the day 
after the reduction in validity. Over the same dates the share of users with between $10 and $30 on their 
cards, the biggest group, fell from just over 30% to around 26%.

Following a decision taken by the Ministry of Telecommunications of Lebanon, MTC Touch took a number 
of steps to further assist customers. Orange prempaid customers’ expiry date was extended by one year so 
all were able to use their available credit and top it up if needed. Other measures including continuous 
supplies of scratch and PIN cards were taken to ensure no customers found themselves unable to make a 
call. Customers whose credit had run out were sent a SMS message reminding them of emergency nummm
bers they could call at any time. There was a particular focus on responding to customer calls and commm
plaints, with more than usual monitoring of both customers’ behaviour and distributors’ performance in 
order to manage the network as effectively as possible in the light of demand and to ensure customers 
were able to stay in credit and validity and thus make calls.

in addition to typical weekly call patterns, 
there are also regular seasonal patterns in call 
volumes, and occasional peaks in demand on 
specific occasions. spikes in call volumes in the 
immediate aftermath of an emergency can be 
put in context by seeing how they compare with 
other peaks in demand. these frequently occur 
at special times such as new Year or religious 
holidays, or during popular sporting events. in 
other countries, post-emergency peaks have 
typically been similar in scale to these ‘nor--
mal’ jumps in demand. A good benchmark for 
Lebanon is the 2006 fifA football World cup 
final on sunday 9 July. 

Even though the national side does not tend to 
shine in international contests, football has an 
ardent fan base in the country. brazil enjoyed 
the most popular support, and the balconies 
of flats in beirut and other major cities were 
draped in the green, yellow and blue flag of the 
south American nation for the duration of the 
tournament. brazil was a major destination 
for Lebanese immigrants in the early 20th cen--
tury and now counts more than seven million 
citizens of Lebanese descent – that is, twice 
the population of Lebanon itself. A poll taken 
before the championships found a third sup--
ported brazil, while a quarter rooted for italy 
and a fifth for germany (several major name 
Lebanese football stars have played for teams 

there). the success of these last two teams 
would have sustained Lebanese interest right 
up to the final where italy met france (support--
ed by only 3 per cent of the population). 

Analysis of mtc touch’s figures shows that 
phone use on the night of the World cup final 
was enough to offset the usual pattern of fall--
ing usage on sunday. use by magic orange cus--
tomers does fall on the sunday in line with the 
long-term trend but by a significantly smaller 
amount, declining by 8.3 per cent compared 
with the 11.5 per cent fall on the previous 
sunday (2 July), and then rebounds back to 
an almost identical level on the following day. 
Post-paid customers fall far more dramatically. 
Volumes slump by 31.6 per cent on the day of 
the final compared with the day before and 
then jump up by 68 per cent on the next day. 
during the previous weekend call volumes fell 
by a greater 34.5 per cent between saturday and 
sunday. the difference in the magnitude of the 
falls between the two payment options could 
indicate that post-paid phones are generally 
used by workers as part of their employment 
and not used at the weekend. it is noticeable 
that the “sunday effect” continues throughout 
the war for post-paid customers (who may have 
to leave their phones at their place of work) but 
disappears for pre-paid customers by the end 
of the conflict.

The fIfA World cup
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In the fortnight after the 14 August ceasefire the number of calls returned to an average of 2.3 million. In 
other words, usage returned to premwar levels almost immediately, in a remarkable testament to both 
the resilience of the mobile network thanks to swift repairs and to the robust demand for services on the 
part of customers. 

It is noticeable that the regular Sunday dip conmm
tinued throughout the war for postmpaid custommm
ers (who may have access to their phones through 
their employment and thus have to leave them at 
their place of work) but disappeared for prempaid 
customers by the end of the conflict. The aggremm
gated call data show two distinct patterns. Users 
of both prempaid and postmpaid services made 
more calls right after the outbreak of the war, with 
usage declining as the war progressed. However, 
only the postmpaid accounts regained the earlier pattern of much lighter use on Sundays.

Call volumes on both postmpaid and prempaid followed very similar pattern. From a peak on 14 July, Orange 
calls fell by 51% to hit a trough on Tuesday 8 August. Similarly postmpaid users call volumes peaked on 13 
July and fell as much as 52% to hit a lowmpoint on 12 August (excluding Sundays). The Sunday pattern is 
far more noticeable for postmpaid users, although it is worth recalling that they form only about a quarter 
of the total number of customers. If Sundays are included, postmpaid volumes plunged as much as 64% 
to a trough on Sunday 6 August. The Sunday dip effect disappeared among prempaid users to the extent 
that the lowest usage subsequently fell on weekdays.

Analysis of weekly patterns for Magic Orange customers’ phone use shows that volumes of both incommm
ing and outgoing calls peaked during the first week of the war and then fell continuously until the final 
week (7 to 14 August). There are two main explanations: severe bombardment of the south of Lebanon 
and Dahieh as well as parts of Beirut in the last week of war, and the timing of the final negotiations for 
ceasefire that was announced on 14 August.

The pattern of use of text messages (which are heavily dominated by prempaid customers) mirrors that 
seen in voice calls (see chart 5). There was a sharp rise in July after a stable period between February and 
June but then a sharp fall in August. By the end of the year volumes were back at premwar levels. Overall 
the total number of messages sent to all destinations rose by 6.8% between June and July 2006. It then 
dropped by 20.5% in August, declined again slightly in September but by November had regained the 
June level. 

However, this overall picture masks a divergence between the patterns of messages sent to mobiles 
outside Lebanon and those sent inside the country on MTC. The volume of messages sent to other MTC 
Touch users was stable through the beginning of 2006 up to and including July. It then fell in August and 
September before recovering rapidly to hit very high levels on the festive month of December. Analysis of 
messages sent to international mobiles shows a sharp spike followed by a fall in August and September, 
again followed by a rapid recovery. One explanation is that on the outbreak of the war people generally 
wanted to speak with friends and relatives inside Lebanon to make sure they were safe by hearing their 
voice and discuss complex details such as evacuation. There would be less reason to have long phone 
calls with people overseas, when a text message would suffice to pass on the fact the caller was safe and 
well. The high cost of overseas calls using a mobile probably exacerbated this pattern.

Within this general movement, there is a noticeable divergence between the sending of SMS by postm 
and prempaid customers. Given the lower cost of SMS to prempaid customers, discussed above, it is not 
surprising that text message volumes were higher for all months bar one (October) in 2006. Use of SMS 
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was broadly static for both payment options up to July. However prempaid volumes dropped in August, 
September and October before recovering in November and rising sharply in the final month of the year. 
In contrast postmpaid usage showed a smaller downturn in August and a gradual recovery over the rest 
of the year until December when it too spiked seasonally upwards. It is worth noting that the number of 
SMS sent by prempaid users outnumbers postmpaid, again easily explicable by the cost differential.
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SMS activity has posted strong growth in recent years, rising by 26% in 2004 and 48% in 2005. By the 
end of 2006, this rapid pace of growth seemed to have been restored. It is reasonable to conclude that 
while the war did have a temporary negative impact on the use of text messages, it did not do more than 
interrupt a very successful pattern of growth in recent years (chart 6).
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the relatively stable use of sms messages dur--
ing the conflict, compared to changes in voice 
call volumes, followed by a return to rapid 
growth in sms traffic, suggest Lebanese users 
appreciate the fact that in an emergency it is 
better to text than to talk. sms messages use 
much less network capacity and messages can 
also be held in a queue until they can be sent. 
this contrasts will the greater likelihood of a 
phone call not being connected or being broken 
off when the network is very congested. 

A recent report for the gsm Association, the 
global trade association representing more 
than 700 gsm mobile phone operators, found 
that the ratio of text messages in some Asian 
countries is as high as 10:1 compared with well 
below one-for-one in the united states. the dif--
ferent ratios reflect the importance of mini--

mising the cost of communication in low- and 
middle-income countries. however, the lack 
of familiarity with text messaging hampered 
Americans’ use of mobile phones in the wake of 
hurricane Katrina compared with Asian disas--
ters such as the boxing day tsunami. 

specific sms services are also useful in 
emergencies. in Lebanon, for example, mtc 
touch users can subscribe to a news service, 
Libancall, for $10 a month by texting 1085. the 
service requires a user to send two messages, 
which would cost $5 each to have a month-long 
subscription. the number of users of the news 
service increased by over 2,500% in July 2006 
compared to the previous month, afterwards 
falling back to levels similar to those which 
had prevailed in the pre-war months.

The Role of Text messages

2.5  
call duration

The average prempaid call duration was one minute and 29 seconds in the weeks immediately preceding 
the war. There was almost no change during the conflict itself or indeed in the weeks afterwards. It seems 
fair to conclude that mobile phones are generally used in Lebanon for relatively brief calls, rather than 
longer (and expensive) chats that are normal in Western Europe. For comparison, figures from the Finnish 
Ministry of Telecommunications show that the average length of call in Finland was 2.7 minutes in 2005. 

A comparison with postmpaid customers adds a twist, however. Their calls were already of longer average 
duration and increased in length during the conflict. In the preceding weeks, the average call lasted just 
under two minutes (one minutes and 56 seconds); average duration rose to two minutes and six seconds 
during the conflict. After the ceasefire it dropped back by a couple of seconds. This is consistent with the 
observation that postmpaid phones tend to be provided by employers and are anyway likely to be used 
by those with higher incomes.
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There is a pronounced divergence in the pattern for outgoing and incoming calls on the prempaid (Orange) 
payment option. The average call duration was around 1.30 minutes (i.e. one minute and 18 seconds) a 
fortnight before the war. Duration peaked on the day hostilities started, at 1.37 minutes, before falling to 
hit 1.25 minutes in the week after the war ended. Incoming call durations were 2.23 minutes on the first 
day of the war, barely changed from the preceding fortnight. However after that, the duration jumped 
to around 2.5 minutes where it stayed until after the ceasefire. This could imply that users switched 
to using their phone to make quick “are you OK” calls in order to preserve their credit, given that they 
would have been uncertain of finding a retail outlet. However, it is anyway very common in Lebanon, as 
in many other countries, for prempaid customers to save money by making a ‘missed’ call, i.e. ringing but 
not waiting for the call to connect. 

Postmpaid usage does not contain such a clear trend. The duration pattern is more volatile although avmm
erage call length rose strongly after the outbreak of war and declined at the time of the ceasefire. One 
noticeable feature is that the peaks occurred on Sundays when call volumes declined sharply but the 
total number of minutes did not decline as fast. This particularly clear on 23 July, 30 July and 6 August 
(see Chart 7). This could be explained by users reserving their lengthier calls for their closest friends and 
relations to be made on Sundays when they had more time to devote to the call.
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2.6  
roaming calls: tourists and migrants

Lebanon’s benign climate and natural beauty have made it a major tourist destination since the end of 
the civil war. It welcomed more than 1.4 million visitors in 2005, with July and August being the prime 
tourist season. It is likely that several hundred thousand foreign nationals would have been on holiday 
in Lebanon as the war started in July 2006. The great majority of them are likely to have been affluent 
Arab Gulf and European visitors with mobiles. 

At the same time, there has been substantial emigration from Lebanon. According to one estimate, at the 
end of 2000 Lebanon had 3.45 million residents with 1.22 million Lebanese (i.e. with an identity card) 
living overseas.2 Earlier estimates pointed to emigration of 900,000 people during the 1975m1990 war, 
although some of these will since have returned. Another study put the numbers of recent emigrants and 
people of Lebanese descent born outside the country at 2.33 million in 2000. The United States, Canada 
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and Australia are the main destinations of Lebanese emigration, followed by Europe (France, Germany, 
Britain, Sweden, Denmark, Italy, Spain). Additionally, it is estimated that there are over 10 million people 
of Lebanese descent throughout the world.

Both groups of people will have had specific commm
munication needs in the summer of 2006. One 
can infer that there was a substantial volume of 
international calls and messages made or sent by 
tourists calling their home country and between 
Lebanese families some of whose members were 
living overseas. The figures indeed show a promm
nounced pattern for these two groups – tourists 
and migrants (see charts 8 and 9).

Starting with the tourists, the typical pattern reflects the normal holiday season. In 2005 the number of 
“inbound roamers” – most likely visitors from outside Lebanon making calls on their domestic network 
– showed no increase between January and May, the colder months of the year. From the end of May the 
number of these roaming customers shows a continuous increase until it peaks in midmAugust at about 
two and a half times the outmofmseason level before falling slowly backed as the European holiday season 
ends. In 2006 the year began with a similar pattern although the average number of roamers was about 
18,000 a month higher than in the previous year – an average of 21,933 between January and June 2005 
compared with 39,865 in the following year. A peak occurred at the start of the war – on 13 July when it 
exceeded 63,000.
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chart 8: Inbound and outbound roamers, comparison of 2005 and 2006

Notes

2 http://www.
informationminternational.
com/pdf/emigration_
report_englishm1.pdf
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< A woman stranded at 
Rafik Hariri International 
Airport in Beirut on the 
day the Israeli airforce 
targeted its runways.
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The figures then quickly slumped by half, a decline all the more dramatic when compared with the normm
mal seasonal high. However, the number of inbound roamers recovered strongly after the ceasefire and 
by December had climbed even higher than the same month of 2005. The evidence is strongly suggestive 
of a marked but temporary impact of the conflict on the number of visitors staying in Lebanon, although 
it will not be possible to be sure of any longermlasting impacts until after the summer of 2007. 

text messages broadcast were successfully 
used by the swedish foreign ministry through 
the mobile networks telia, telenor and tele2 to 
track their nationals in Lebanon and alert them 
of evacuation procedures. on 15 July, the min--
istry advised its nationals to leave, and the ini--
tial message was followed up by daily updates 
giving practical information about where to 
join buses and boats in order to be evacuated. 
Altogether, the ministry sent six smss to al--
most 5,000 people, for example, directing them 
to pick-up points at beirut hotels at certain 
times, all depending on their priority status. 

the swedish case was closely followed by 
denmark. nationals of the two nordic coun--
tries were amongst the first groups to be evacu--
ated successfully. their evacuation procedure 
was so successful that cnn reported on July 
21 that “denmark and sweden were front-run--
ners in the race to rescue foreigners fleeing the 
violence in Lebanon…while many countries 
struggled to get their nationals out.” other em--

bassies to use sms technology to help in the 
evacuation of their citizens included the dutch 
Embassy and the french Embassy. however, 
the Australian government was criticised by 
its citizens for not using mobile phones to give 
any evacuation advice.
 
Ever since the december 2004 tsunami, pub--
lic authorities have been interested in under--
standing how to use mobile networks more ef--
fectively in emergencies. immediately after the 
tsunami, many mobile operators from different 
countries took the initiative by themselves, 
sending their customers practical information 
and often providing free calls or extra minutes. 
in the years since then, a growing number of 
governments have put in place with the net--
works operating in their countries procedures 
for contacting customers overseas in the event 
of an emergency – a strategy that was duly 
implemented by the swedish government from 
the experience it gathered from the emergency 
procedures during the tsunami. 

The Use of SmS for Evacuation Procedures

Outbound roaming customers – most likely to be Lebanese using their mobiles overseas – show a very 
different pattern. The number of these people (far lower in volume than the number of foreign visitors) 
was broadly constant throughout 2005, with no seasonal pattern. The average was somewhat higher but 
again broadly level from month to month throughout 2006, until the start of the war. Volumes then rose 
strongly and continuously, peaking on the day of the ceasefire at a level 85% higher than the average 
for the earlier months of 2006.
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A more detailed daymbymday analysis of calls made overseas by prempaid cusmm
tomers shows a sharp spike (of 36%) in the number of calls (but not their 
duration) during the first two days of the war. There was a much sharper spike 
on 21 August, a week after the ceasefire was called, with more than 129,000 
calls made abroad that day by prempaid customers, several times more than 
the premwar norm. This coincided with an address on Lebanon by US President 
George W. Bush, which may explain the demand. This increase is matched 
by similar jumps in call volumes to both landline and other mobile numbers 
inside Lebanon on the same day.

Similarly, international calls made and received by postmpaid mobile phones 
held by Lebanese customers operating within the country show a dramatic 
spike on the day that war broke out, which is mirrored with an even more 
dramatic rise in calls made from overseas friends and family. Outbound overmm
seas calls more than doubled on the first two days of hostilities compared 
with the previous month. Analysis of postmpaid customers showed their nummm
ber of overseas calls jumped from an average of 11,074 between 12 June and 
12 July, but spiked to 22,582 and 20,226 in the first two full days of conflict. 
Meanwhile, the number of inbound calls to postmpaid numbers jumped by 
90%, from an average of 2,220 a day before the war to 4,228 on 13 July. It then fell but, unlike the pattern 
shown by other calls types, it then stayed at these high levels for a full fortnight after the outbreak of war. 
Volumes fell off but remained above the levels seen before the war. The pattern of lower call volumes on 
a Sunday was again strikingly present throughout the war. It is fair to assume that overseas callers were 
able to continue to make calls during the war and that their call patterns were influenced by news of the 
intensity of the conflict to which they were responding, rather than any infrastructure problems.

One interesting pattern is in the SMS volumes sent through international operators by people in Lebanon 
(chart 10). The number of messages on prepaid sent jumped by just under 20% in July and then fell by 
23% in August. It is likely that that call volumes rose in July as foreigners based in Lebanon sent large 
batches of messages when war broke out. However by August it is known that many diplomatic staff had 
been dispatched to their home territories while large numbers of tourists had also evacuated. According 
to one report, the fivemstar Marriott Hotel in Amman had reported occupancy to 100% by 18 July. It said 
many of those booked at the hotel were Lebanese nationals, including foreign staff from UN organizamm
tions and the World Bank who fled the country as the conflict quickly escalated. By December, a key 
holiday month, SMS volumes jumped back up and in fact hit an allmtime high, most likely a seasonal 
effect due to Christmas and New Year. For postmpaid phones, which are more popular among wealthy 
diplomats, business people and tourists, total SMS volumes jumped by 42% between June and July and 
then slumped 27% into August.
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^ The fuel depot at Rafik Hariri 

International Airport was one of 

many high profile targets during 
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2.7  
comparison with hariri Assassination

The murder on 14 February 2005 of Rafik Hariri, who was twice Prime Minister of Lebanon, was almost as 
shocking an event for the Lebanese people as the Israeli invasion 17 months later. It offers an opportunity 
to see how usage of mobile phones compared with the patterns seen during the later war, and whether 
there are any significant differences.

On the day of the assassination, in which a bomb exploded close to Hariri’s motorcade in Beirut killing at 
least 15 people and injuring about 120 others, a total of 10.82 million mobile voice calls were made. Traffic 
peaked at 1.44 million in the hour after the bomb blast that occurred at around 1pm. It was therefore a 
proportionately greater (although more concentrated) surge in demand than was experienced in the 
context of war. On the same date a year later, on 14 February 2006, there were a total of 7.99 million calls. 
Thus despite the trend growth in phone use between 2005 and 2006, traffic on the day of the assassinamm
tion in February 2005 was 35% higher than a year later. Even after another year of growth, total traffic 
on 14 February 2007 was 9.55 million, still 13% below that on the assassination date in 2005. To put these 
figures into the context of the summer 2006 war, the increase in call volumes was 12.6% between 12 and 
13 July 2006, a major increase but still as not as great as on 14 February 2005.

Despite the massive increase in demand on the day of the assassination, the statistics for the number 
of failures – calls not put through successfully or not completed – were much lower than in the war. 
The dropped call rate peaked at 0.95%, well below the 2%mplus seen during the war and in any event 
occurred earlier in the day. At the relevant time, between 1pm and 3pm, the dropped call rate averaged 
around 0.5%. 

The following month brought two days of public protests that both saw a million Lebanese take to the 
streets. For the first, on 8 March, hundreds of thousands of people gathered in Beirut to applaud Syria’s 
role in Lebanon. On 14 March, a month after the assassination, around 1 million people rallied in Martyrs’ 
Square in Lebanon. The day of the first gathering saw just 7.89 million calls made, much lower than on 
the day of the killing and also lower than the 9.30 million calls on same date a year later. The 14 March 
protest saw 9.28 million calls made compared with 9.14 million exactly a year later. 

These figures suggest two conclusions. One is that call demand is related to conveying unexpected news 
or checking up on the whereabouts of others, and not to premplanned events. There is no evidence in 
these data that mobiles were used to undertake any lastmminute comordination of the demonstrations 
held after the assassination. The second is that mobile networks can manage spikes in demand extrememm
ly effectively. The problems of congestion and call failures which manifested themselves during the war 
were related to the damage sustained by the network, to which we turn in the next section.

< One of many protests 
held after the assamm
sination of former Prime 
Minister Rafik Hariri.©
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 3 
RESPONSE TO NETWORK DAmAGE DURING ThE WAR 

The overall scale of the infrastructure damage inflicted during the war – estimated by the Lebanese govmm
ernment at $2bn – has been well documented. According to the Government’s Higher Relief Commission 
there was severe damage to the communications network, and it identified the following as having susmm
tained damage:

m 44 main telecom networks
m 52 telecom submnetworks 
m 18 telecommunication towers 
m 13 mobile transmission stations
m 2 radio transmission stations

The worst damage occurred in the south of the country and in parts of Beirut. In the case of the mobile 
phone networks, bomb damage affected equipment directly, with a degree of damage ranging from relamm
tively minor to complete destruction in a few cases. It also affected the network indirectly through power 
loss and also the decision of some property owners to dismantle masts they believed made them a target 
for the bombers. 

One additional key factor affecting network performance was the largemscale movement of people. By 
the time Lebanon and Israel signed the ceasefire agreement, the number of Lebanese displaced by the 
conflict had reached nearly one million. While about 180,000 found refuge in Syria, another 500,000 
refugees escaped to mountainous regions of Lebanon, where they were sheltered in schools or in homes 
of host families. Estimates by the United Nations Office for the Comordination of Humanitarian Affairs 
showed that as many as 40,000 people became refugees from each of the five regions stretching from 
Beirut down the coast to the Israeli border. This means almost a quarter of the population was on the 
move. The five districts to the north of Beirut and round Mount Lebanon were the areas to which most 
fled. Separate analysis of refugees by school and other institutions showed that the vast majority of afmm
fected institutions were in Beirut, Chouf, Tyre and Bint Jbail, while northern regions and Baalbek were 
relatively unscathed. 

Looking at different areas of the country shows that migration moved the demand around Lebanon on 
a major scale. Beirut saw a slowdown in traffic as residents move out and tourists fly home. The largest 
increases in traffic occurred in the areas to which refugees were fleeing, namely North Lebanon and 
some parts of the Bekaa Valley. There was a dramatic fall in traffic through the base station controler 
(BSC) that covers a southern suburb of Beirut and an increase through BSC23 that serves a range of 
towns and villages in Keserwan, to the North East of the capital, to which a lot of customers moved. The 
BSC immediately to the North of that, BSC11 in Maad, also saw a sharp spike in total traffic after the 
outbreak of the war.

The movement of so many people from south to north required a reconfiguration of the capacity to manmm
age call traffic in different parts of the country. It should be noted that the population which had fled 
returned quickly to southern Lebanon after the war. 

As an indication of the scale of this shift in regional demand, the peak to trough declines in customer nummm
bers using the worstmaffected southern mobile switching centre (MSC4 on the map on page 9) was 59 per 
cent, and in parts of Beirut (MSC1), 20 per cent. Beirut saw a decline in traffic as residents moved out and 
tourists flew home. The largest increases in traffic occurred in the areas to which refugees were fleeing. 
The figure below shows graphically the extraordinary scale of the change in traffic patterns for individual 
switching centres, most dramatically the movement of people away from the south of the country during 
the conflict, and their return afterwards; and also the contrast with the normal pattern the previous year.
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As well as a testament to the impact of the conflict on Lebanese residents in the affected areas, the figure 
indicates the scale of the task facing MTC managers and engineers. They responded to the shift in the 
pattern of demand, alongside physical damage, by remrouting traffic, upgrading some mobile switching 
centers, and installing new links. They worked to ensure that capacity was transferred from damaged 
sites and increased at sites in the north to accommodate increased demand and the movement of people. 
In all instances this work took no more than a few days, sometimes as little as 1m2 days. 

Some remrouting of traffic around the network takes place in normal times to accommodate the presmm
sure of demand, and in a growing market such as Lebanon there will also be planned upgrades, but of 
course meeting the additional demands placed on the system during the war was greatly complicated 
by physical damage.
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chart 11: call volumes showing movement of customers between regions during July war, and 
for same period of previous year (2005)

Not surprisingly, there was a sharp increase in the dropped call rate (DCR) – the ratio of calls that are 
irregularly interrupted. While normally hovering around the 0.5 per cent mark – i.e. 99.5 per cent of calls 
on the network are successfully completed – it hit a peak of 2 per cent on 26 July. However, the successful 
efforts to restore service meant the DCR was then rapidly reduced and in fact returned to an average of 
0.77 per cent from 28 July through to 12 August. The main reason for the increase had been the fact that 
almost half the sites in the area of Marwanieh in south Lebanon were out of action for a short time, durmm
ing which time the DCR for that location reached as much as 2.2 per cent.1 
Call congestion also increased for the same reason. Traffic channel (TCH) congestion is the most common 
type of congestion, occurring when all channels in a sector are occupied with existing calls. This leaves 
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Notes

1 These call failures were 
due to technical problems. 
We discussed above the way 
that prempaid customers 
used their phones to make 
contact through the use of 
missed calls i.e. letting the 
phone ring without waiting 
for it to be answered to 
signal to the other person 
that the mobile phone user 
wants to talk to them.

no capacity for new conversations, so all new voice calls will be blocked. The TCH blocking rate – the ratio 
of requests that were not served to the total number – rose sharply. The rate was just 0.77 per cent in June 
but rose dramatically to 11.8 per cent between 12 July and 30 July, improving slowly again thereafter. A 
similar pattern is evident for other indicators of congestion, such as the figures for busy hour call attempt 
(BHCA) which show a massive increase during the first two weeks of the war before returning to a normm
mal value at the end of the month, but with up ticks following for example specific bombing incidents.

In summary, certain parts of the network suffered extensive physical damage and temporary outage, 
while the mass migration of refugees from the targeted cities and regions to safer areas. These combined 
to put great pressure on the network and led to increase in dropped calls and traffic congestion. However 
the figures also show that rapid action by MTC to manage the network effectively, reroute traffic and 
repair damaged installations succeeded in raising the performance levels of the network. Within a few 
weeks at most, the indicators of strain such as the number of dropped calls and call congestion were 
decreasing rapidly or had already regained their premwar norms. 

< MTC Touch has 5 difmm
ferent Mobile Switching 
Centers (MSCs) in Lebanon 
covering specific areas, 
as shown in this map.
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 4 
cONcLUSIONS

Mobile communications proved to be of great importance in the aftermath of the conflict in Lebanon in 
the summer of 2006. Earlier studies have shown that in emergencies, mobiles have some key advanmm
tages over other forms of communication in the immediate aftermath of and recovery from the traumatic 
events. The value of mobile lies in:

m the scope for standard techniques of network management (as deployed at other busy times such as 
holidays and major sporting events, for example) to alleviate the inevitable congestion – even after 
serious damage;

m the speed of network recovery thanks to the nature of mobile infrastructure, with scope to move equipmm
ment and reminvest quickly in additional or replacement equipment;

m the intermoperability of mobile communications, putting people potentially in touch with anyone they 
might need to contact anywhere in the world;

m the decentralised personmtomperson flow of information, now widely accepted to be an important admm
vantage of the personal nature of mobile communications;

m the inherent accessibility of mobile, all the more important in a situation where so many people had to 
flee their homes and mobility is an inherent aspect of their situation.

The mobile market in Lebanon had been growing prior to the war, with some very rapid growth rates in 
particular services such as SMS. Within a relatively short period, call volumes and network traffic had remm
turned to the premconflict trend, itself testimony to the resilience of this means of communication. Other 
services, such as emergency calls and the subscription news service also proved their value, as shown by 
the jump in demand, during the weeks of the conflict.

This ‘bounce’ back to earlier trends in traffic is particularly impressive given the physical damage susmm
tained by parts of the network during the bombing, and the very large movement of people from the 
south to the north of the country, most returning to their homes soon after the ceasefire. Apart from 
anything else, the human value of being able to contact family and friends for reassurance in such a 
situation of confusion and uncertainty is clearly immense. 

The message of the JulymAugust 2006 war is the value of mobile communications during any kind of 
emergency. The decentralisation of information, so that it gets to the people who need it at their moment 
of greatest need, is perhaps the most important aspect. 

In the aftermath of the JulymAugust 2006 bombing, Lebanon’s mobile network recovered impressively 
quickly in terms of its capability to handle the volume of calls and to reduce congestion and failed calls. 
However, Lebanon has relatively low mobile penetration rates by comparison with other countries in its 
region; going forward an important policy question will be how quickly access to communications can be 
diffused more widely through the population.

Notes

http://www.hotelmonline.
com/News/PR2006_3rd/
Jul06_JordanRates.html

http://www.
lebanonundersiege.
gov.lb/Documents/
displacedpopulation.htm

http://www.
lebanonundersiege.gov.lb/
Documents/distributionper 
cent20accrossschool.htm
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 1 
INTRODUcTION

In recent years, life in Lebanon has been volatile, with the Lebanese community experiencing constant 
change. With the conflict during the summer of 2006, it has been reconfirmed that the Lebanese firstly 
has to cope with the unexpected constantly and secondly they have to somehow manage their lives ac--
cordingly in view of these unexpected events.
However, with the technological advancements of modern day world, the population of Lebanon today 
has more tools to cope with everyday life. 
As telecommunications and specifically mobile telephony are part of these technological advancements, 
this survey looks at how mobile phone usage impacted the way the Lebanese population experienced 
the conflict in 2006.
The focus was on the socioeconomic perspective of everyday life, examining both the social life of indi--
viduals but also their employment situation.

 2 
RESEARch mEThODOLOGY

As mentioned above, the purpose of the study was the assessment of the socioeconomic impact of momm
bile telephony in Lebanon during the summer of 2006. To cover the aspects of the study, interviews were 
carried out in Beirut and Southern Lebanon, two regions believed to have been affected most by the 
conflict. The interviews were evenly split among the two locations (50%m50%).

Considering the limited geographical coverage, it is clarified that the survey results are not nationally 
representative. They are indicative only of the situation prevailing in the parts of the country most afmm
fected by the conflict.

The target respondents were:
a) Males and Females (51%m49%), 
b) Adult owners/ principal users of mobile phones 

in the respective city / region, 
c) Aged between 18 and 65, 
d) People who stayed in the country more than a 

week after the commencement of the conflict.

The final criterion was set, to counter the fact that 
there was a certain proportion of the population 
which left the country during the conflict. It was 
assumed that this part of the population would 
not have sufficient experience of the events takmm
ing place at the time, and would therefore be inmm
eligible to provide insights regarding the subject 
of the survey.

Statement of Professional Commitment
The Nielsen Company certifies that the information contained in this report has been compiled in 
accordance with sound market research methodologies developed by, or for, The Nielsen Company. The 
Nielsen Company believes that this report represents a fair, accurate and comprehensive analysis of the 
information collected, with all sampled information subject to normal statistical variance.

^ Aerial missile attack on 
the highway exit at Zahrani. 
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 3 
DETAILED fINDINGS

As was previously mentioned, the main objective 
of the study was to assess how the mobile phone 
affected the lives of people in Lebanon during last 
year’s summer events. The focus would be on momm
bile phone owners / users, which are the vast mamm
jority of the population, as only 3% were found not 
to at least use or have access to a mobile phone. 
However, mobile phone nonmusers were also asked 
to provide input on their experience, and on their 
reaction to not being able to use a mobile phone 
during the period in question.

3.1 
mobile Phone non-users

Although a small percentage of people were not 
owners or principal users of mobile phones, one 
third of them still had access to a mobile phone. 
To half of this people, the mobile phone provided 
a sense of security as 5 out of 10 respondents demm
clared that they felt better and useful to have a 
mobile phone around. However, slightly less than 
a third indicated that a mobile phone was used, 
although they could also live without it. 

From the people who did not have access to a 
mobile phone at all, the vast majority did not feel 
its absence, and they could satisfy their needs 
through other means of communication.
It seems that mobile phone nonmusers do not realize the “value” of mobile phones. Most likely this is a remm
sult of not being particularly familiar with mobile phones, thus not realizing their uses. Also some responmm
dents declared that there were alternatives to mobile phones facilitating their communication needs.

3.2 
Life during the conflict

3.2.1 the average day during the conflict

The majority of the population aged 18m65 within Beirut and South Lebanon experienced the conflict in 
its totality, whether this was a direct or indirect experience. Disregarding the form of the experience, apmm
parently there is almost universal agreement that everyday life had changed during the specified period, 
as the Lebanese people were forced to alter their daily habits and limit their activities. 

A very small proportion of the population (6%), primarily residing in East Beirut, mentioned that their 
life was regular as a result of not having conflict in their area of residence. Furthermore, another 5% of 
the sample indicated that work continued as normal, a type of response more typical in the city of Beirut 
rather than South Lebanon.

Yes 97%

No 3%

figure 1: Owner or principal user of a  
mobile phone
Base: Users and non-users of mobile phones 

(n=829)

No 64%

Yes 36%

figure 2: Whether had access to a mobile 
phone Base: Mobile phone non-users (n=28)
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Most respondents indicated that in one way or the other, their movement was very limited if not existent at 
all. The greatest proportion (63%) indicated that they were staying at home to hear the news on TV, about 
the events in the country, while a smaller proportion would listen to the radio for the same purpose. 
More than a third indicated that they were stranded at home, not being able to work or go anywhere for 
that matter. This was more the case for lower social classes, who probably possessed fewer resources to 
allow mobility during the conflict. Other people mentioned that movement was strictly on a need basis, 
exiting the house only when the situation seemed well, to search for resources and aid.

While few had left the country during the conflict, alternatively, 1 in 4 respondents indicated that they 
have left their homes for a safer place within the country. This was mentioned by a significantly higher 
proportion of female rather than male respondents, demonstrating that women would be protected most. 
Also, a significantly higher proportion of the answers came from South Lebanon residents. Therefore, it 
was once again confirmed that the feeling of security was especially lower in South Lebanon, than in 
Beirut. Two respondents specifically indicated: “We stayed in the South, but it was as if we were alone 
in the land.”
It seems that during this period, people simply came closer to each other. People would help their asmm
sociations by delivering food and other necessities such as fuel. 

figure 3: Description of an average day during the conflict Base: All respondents (n=801)

%

Was spending time watching news on TV 63

Was staying at home /not going to work/not going anywhere 37

Spent my time with friends/neighbors/family at a place near the house 25

I left my home for a safe place 25

I helped some associations by delivering food, needs and aids 8

Work half day /went back home earlier from work/ went home at noon 7

Regular life / no conflict in our region 6

Did no stop work/go to work as regular/I was obliged go to work 5

Spent time at shelters/hiding in lower floors /under the stairs 5

3.2.2 the effects on daily life

The greatest effect of the conflict on the population was the increased feeling of insecurity. People were 
simply worried about the well being of their fellow Lebanese, about their families being in danger and 
they felt insecure to exit their household premises. Also, for almost half of the population there was also 
a feeling of doubt regarding the country’s future.

From the technical aspect side, communication through mobile phones was erratic, with the network 
being overworked on occasion. On the other hand, fixed line telephony seems to have been relatively 
unaffected as only 1 in 10 respondents mentioned having problems with their fixed line phones. However, 
this also depends on the level of usage of each type of telephony.
Once again, the greatest effect of the problems arising from the conflict, were felt more in South Lebanon 
rather than in Beirut. Life in South Lebanon was generally interrupted, with a significantly higher nummm
ber of respondents mentioning the lack of household necessities as a result of the situation.

Responses significantly 
higher among East 
Beirut rather than 
South Lebanon
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On the other hand, the aspect of life least affected by the situation was access to news. The vast majority 
of the population was aware of the situation in the country and was constantly updated on the events. 
This shows that given the lack of security, the population would seek to establish communication chanmm
nels. Whether this was through the mass media or telecommunications or even personal contact, the 
result was always the same. Communication was constantly on.

figure 4: how the war affected personal daily life Base: All respondents (n=801)

%

Communication was problematic / mobile phones were occasionally not working 68

I was very concerned about the well-being of my fellow Lebanese 64

It was a dangerous time – I felt that I and my family were in danger 63

It was dangerous to hang out in general 60

I felt that there was no future for us in Lebanon 49

It was difficult to meet and socialize with relatives / friends 48

Our city’s infrastructure (electricity, water, telephones, etc.) was not functioning properly 41

I (with or without the family) had to move to another location for some time 40

My business / work was negatively affected 37

Transportation was problematic – no public transport 32

Transportation was problematic – couldn’t find fuel for my car easily 28

I had a financial problem – my income decreased 28

It was difficult to drive around 27

Not all household necessities (foodstuffs, cleaning products, etc.) were available 14

Communication was problematic fixed line phones were occasionally not working 10

I had no or limited access to the news – I did not have a clear and continuous picture of what was going 4

3.3 
media usage

As the feeling of security and hence movement was low during the conflict, it became all the more immm
portant for the population to have good communication channels in order to have knowledge of developmm
ments in the country. For this purpose, multiple sources were used. This may well be due to the fact that 
there was a certain degree of mistrust towards the media, as will be seen later on, thus people might 
have sought information from different sources in order to cross reference them.

In any case, almost everyone in Beirut and South Lebanon received information regarding the conflict 
though the local TV channels, while 78% also watched the news on international TV as well. The third 
most popular media was the radio, with more than half the respondents using it for gathering informamm
tion on the conflict.
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figure 5: means used most often for receiving information  
on the conflict Base: All respondents (n=801)

Receiving information from the media was not difficult. TV’s were the most efficient tool for being upmm
dated with regards to events in the country, as news were aired 24/7. Only 14% mentioned some difficulmm
ties faced in getting news, citing power cuts as the problem. This was mentioned by a significantly higher 
number of people living in South Lebanon.

figure 6: conditions regarding getting information on the conflict and its consequences
 Base: All respondents (n=801)

%

It was easy because we were watching TV / news on TV was 24/7 80

We used radios with batteries to learn the news 22

It depended on electricity / difficult when there was no electricity 14

From rumors / people 12

Easy, there were many media to get information 9

It was easy, could read a newspaper 6

Other 9

Comparing the period before the conflict with the period during the conflict, media usage of any sort 
had increased due to the effects of the war. Almost all respondents (95%) declared that the frequency of 
watching TV news on local channels had increased during the conflict, as opposed to before the conflict. 
The same applied to watching news on international channels, as mentioned by 79% of the population.

For 88% of people, mobile phone usage had also increased due to the conflict. A side effect of the situmm
ation in the country led to a significant number of people becoming more dependent on mobile phones, 
not just for communication with associates, but also for overcoming everyday hurdles set by the conflict.
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figure 7: media usage before and after the conflict

3.4 
the role of mobile Phones in facing the daily Problems 

Various factors contributed to the increased feeling 
of insecurity mentioned earlier, while simultanemm
ously limiting the manner in which the population 
could manage the problems arising in daily life. 
The issues faced were:

• Limited communication with peers
• Lack of mobility
• Lack of resources
• Relocation etc.

3.4.1 communication  
means used

Due to all or combinations of the above, people 
exclusively used mobile phones (98%) in order to 
fulfill their personal needs and those of their family, 
but also to solve problems caused by the conflict.
People were still meeting each other in person, as 
indicated by 42% of respondents. Evidently, face 
to face communication was limited to the people 
in the vicinity of the house, or to those close to the 
location of the respondent. 

Fixed line phones were also used for communicamm
tion purposes on occasion. Public phones were 
used by a significantly higher number of males 
rather than females, and more from people residmm
ing in South Lebanon. On the other hand, house 
fixed line phones were used more by the higher 
social classes, rather than the lower ones.
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figure 8: means used most often to communicate with other people 
 Base: All respondents (n=801)

3.4.2 mobile phones assisting with social needs

Evidently, the vast majority (77%) mentioned spontaneously that mobile 
phones helped in bridging the communication gap between people. Since remm
spondents were not able to travel much, and a certain proportion also needed 
to relocate, mobile phones were used to call families and friends in order to 
be assured of their safety.
People would also use mobile phones to exchange useful information. 
As some respondents stated:

“I was calling friends to learn where I can get petrol / fuel for my car.”
Or

“It helped me when I was searching for a home / a safer place to move.”

figure 9: Ways that mobile phone helped to overcome or face any problems caused by the war
 Base: All respondents (n=801)

%

To assure about people /when I couldn’t reach my family and my friends, I was able to call them and 
assure if they were fine

77

I could call to see if there was anything in other regions where I had to go 7

It helped when I needed someone for help or someone needed me for help regarding resources 6

Nothing/it didn’t help 7

Though the mobile phone helped in establishing communication with friends and family who were not 
in the vicinity, the conditions of communication were not always favourable. The largest proportion of 
spontaneous responses indicated the easiness of communication by using mobile phones. This was 
more the case for those aged 46m64, as it might have been more difficult for older people to move around, 
especially during the conflict.
On the other hand, less than a third mentioned that occasionally they were facing difficulties in terms 
of connection, because of problems with the network. Once more, mentions for network problems were 
more pertinent to respondents from South Lebanon.

^ A Red Cross ambulance 
was used as target practice 
by Israeli attack helicopters.
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figure 10: conditions regarding communication with friends, relatives and colleagues
 Base: All respondents (n=801)

%

It was easy because of the mobile 45

Sometimes it could be difficult because of lines corruption / no signal / no network / no connection 29

It was easy since I was able to go to people near me 24

I used the TELE card / fixed line phone / fixed lines were not corrupted 10

It was difficult because the roads were closed and dangerous 8

Slightly less than a quarter of respondents (24%) mentioned that communication with friends and fammm
ily was easy, because these people were always near. More specifically some respondents mentioned: 

“All my family / relatives were with me.” This indicates that people would stay close to their loved ones 
in order to feel more secure. Confirming this finding is the proportion of the population that departed the 
country during the period in question.

As the results show, less than 1 in 5 people from Beirut and South Lebanon left the country during the 
conflict. Also it seems that from this part of the population, the majority (61%) left the country less 
than a week after the commencement of the conflict. Therefore following the first week departures were 
decreasing to a minimum.

No 82%

Yes 18%

figure 11: Whether left the country and 
went abroad during recent conflict

This lack of tendency to exit the country, which could be attributed to a number of factors, is also reflected 
on the close circle of respondents interviewed. The majority of respondents (69%) indicate that none 
of their friends and family had left the country due to the conflict. However it is interesting to see that 
this tendency is significantly higher among respondents of lower social classes (D/E), and also, among 
respondents who have stayed in the country for the whole duration of the conflict.

The close friends and family that travelled abroad because of the conflict, are more likely to be related to 
people who themselves left the country, after the first week of the conflict, rather than related to those 
who stayed the whole duration. Also they are more likely to be from South Lebanon, the area that was 
most affected by the conflict.

3 weeks
5%

More than
1-2 weeks

5%

4 weeks
3%

More than 4 weeks
6%

Less than a week 66%

figure 12: Duration of remaining in the 
country after the beginning of conflict
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figure 13: friends or relatives that had to leave country because  
of conflict Base: All respondents (n=801)

So it would appear that the majority had their friends and family close, however mobile phones were 
still used to assure about the well being of loved ones not in the vicinity, and also to alleviate problems 
caused by the conflict, such as finding resources for the family.

3.5 
Ways in Which mobile Phones Were used 

Evidently, mobile phones were used extensively throughout the conflict, as they helped in coping with 
the latter’s repercussions. Spontaneously mentioned, mobile phones were used primarily for assuring 
that family and friends were well. Yet it is interesting to see in detail how the mobile phones were used.

Once again, mentioned by more than 9 out of 10 respondents, the most common use of the mobile phone 
was to exchange calls with one’s peers to assure that everything is well. This was also the purpose for 
which mobile phones were used most frequently. Missed calls were also used by most people (81%), 
either by making missed calls or receiving them from family and friends.
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< A Hezbollah militant takes 
pictures of a destroyed 
house with his mobile 
phone in Beir Al Abed.
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figure 14: Occasions in a typical day during the conflict when mobile phones were used and 
frequency of mobile phone usage in each occasion Base: All respondents (n=801)

3.5.1 missed call usage

For the vast majority of missed call users, the phone was used in such a way to act as a signal to peers 
that everything was well, another form of assurance to the recipient. 
As seen earlier, the usage of the missed call was popular during the conflict, mostly to avoid spending 
money or credits that would be useful in case of emergencies. Around 1 in 5 respondents mentioned that 
the “missed call” is also used as an alert. To quote the respondents, the missed call was used:

“To alert the other party of my intention to talk to them.”
Or

“To ask the other party to call me back.”

Conclusively, missed calls substituted actual calls in cases where only a simple notification was required 
to assure others of the caller’s well being.

0 20 40 60 80 100%

87

22

21

2

To let others know
that I am well

To alert the other party of
my intention to talk to them

To ask the other party
to call me back to talk

A signal to call /receive
a call on the fixed line

figure 15: Ways in which the missed call was used
 Base: Respondents using the “Missed Call” (n=651)
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Interestingly, calling or receiving calls from family and friends was significantly higher among Postmpaid 
customers, and among Beirut residents. On the other hand, making or receiving missed calls were sigmm
nificantly higher among PremPaid users, and among South Lebanon residents. As will be later confirmed, 
this behaviour was a result of insecurity, as people were concerned about their credits as they were 
unsure whether recharge cards would be available for them when credits would expire or run out.

Mobile phones were also used for other purposes, such as listening to news through the radio on the 
phone or to receive news through the SMS news service, and also to take pictures concerning the conflict 
as proof of the situation in the country.

3.5.2 sms function usage

Besides making calls and leaving missed calls, the SMS function was also used, for the same purposes 
as the others. Both SMS and the Missed calls were practises that characterize more the younger age 
groups, who are always more attuned to technology and gadgets and more inventive in ways to use them. 
Conversely, older age groups were more faithful to traditional ways of communication during the conflict.

Similarly to the missed call, communicating via SMS messages would save credits on the calling card, as 
mentioned by 3 out of 4 respondents. This was significantly more important among people from South 
Lebanon, showing once again the increased tendency to save credit from people in this area, in case of 
emergencies. Similarly, the younger age groups (18m30 y.o.) were more concerned about their credit than 
those aged 46m64. However, as mentioned earlier, the younger generations are more accustomed to SMS 
usage than the older age groups.
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Because I could save
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To ask the other party
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Because I felt that
sending SMS was more

secure than calling

For assuaring people

Other 

figure 16: Purposes for using the SmS function
 Base: Respondents sending receiving SMS messages (n=559)

3.5.3 mobile phone camera usage

Mobile camera usage was limited to 1 in 12 people making use of this feature. More specifically usage 
was significantly higher among the male population and people aged 18m30, rather than 31m64 year olds. 
Of course males would be more likely to be moving around during the conflict, as compared to females, 
as they were more likely to be searching for resources and necessities to bring to the family. This premm
sented more opportunity to use the camera and record the events in real time.
Three out of four respondents using cameras took pictures of events during the conflict to save as evimm
dence of the events. Some respondents declared that mobile cameras were used to share the pictures 
with other people. One of the reasons for this practice was the distrust towards the media. More specifimm
cally, some respondents elaborated: “At that time we couldn’t trust any Media. With the mobile camera 
you could see where and which building is destroyed.”
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figure 17: Reason or purpose of using mobile phone to take pictures 
during conflict
 Base: Respondents taking pictures of the conflict (n=61)

Video-sharing technology is revolutionizing 
how people far from the battlefield understand 
the latest middle East war. Experts predict 
that the edgy, personalized clips being passed 
around worldwide soon will influence tradi--
tional broadcast news by infusing it with the 
passion of citizen journalists, who are report--
ing as rockets crash onto their neighborhoods.
from popular video-sharing sites like Youtube 
to amateur blogs floating in the internet ether, 
viewers are seeing footage shot by the shaky 
hand of someone living where the bombs are 

falling in israel and Lebanon – and they are feel--
ing their fear. this type of street-level, first-per--
son footage, or guerrilla filmmaking, has been 
seen less from citizens of iraq or Afghanistan, 
experts said, because the technology infra--
structure and power supply is inferior to that 
in the more prosperous israel and Lebanon.

Joe Garafoli writes in the San Francisco 
Chronicle about the appearance online of 
phone videos from both sides of the conflict in 
Lebanon and Israel. July 28, 2006

citizen Journalists

3.5.4 news services via sms

A small portion of the population mentioned that 
they used their mobile phones to receive news 
from an SMS news service, something more commm
mon among higher social classes (A/B) and the 
male population rather than the females. 

It seems that the conflict was the most likely cause 
for the demand in this service, as most people (3 out 
of 5) subscribed to it during the conflict, as opposed 
to before the conflict. Slightly more than half of the 
people (52%) using the SMS news service indicatmm
ed that it was better than other news services, while 
44% believed there was no difference.

During the conflict 59%

Before the conflict 41%

figure 18: Subscription of SmS news service 
before or during the conflict

Base: Respondents using the SMS news 
service (n=54)
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3.6 
usage Patterns

Communication was almost exclusively focused on national calls during the conflict, as 95% of all calls 
were made to national destinations according to respondents. Incidence of international calls was sigmm
nificantly higher among A/B social class and postmpaid customers, however it was still at extremely low 
levels overall probably due to the high prices of international calls on mobile phones. There was slightly 
higher preference for voice communication in comparison to SMS, as 65% of all communication during 
the conflict was through voice contacts.

However, not all calls were outgoing. Incoming and outgoing calls are almost equal in terms of propormm
tions, with incoming marginally exceeding outgoing in the number of calls handled by a person during 
the conflict. The age bracket of 18m24 has a significantly higher proportion of incoming calls, as opposed 
to incoming calls received by the other age groups. Furthermore, incoming calls amount to 54% of calls 
made/received by prepaid users. Conversely, Postmpaid customers have a significantly higher number of 
outgoing calls, as opposed to their incoming calls (61.1% vs. 38.9%).

National calls 95%

International calls 5%

figure 19: Proportion of nationals vs. international calls made in a week
 Base: All respondents (n=801)

Outgoing calls 48%

Incoming calls 52%

figure 20: Proportion of incoming vs.  
outgoing calls from the mobile phone

SMS contacts 35%

Voice contacts 65%

figure 21: Proportion of voice vs. SmS contacts 
made during the time of the conflict

3.7 
usage frequency

Due to the situation in the country and the instability resulting in a feeling of insecurity, mobile phone 
usage has increased overall among the population of Beirut and South Lebanon. Overall, 78% of responmm
dents claimed that their mobile usage has increased, leading to an overall increase in usage by 32%.

Evidently, the increase in mobile phone usage during the conflict was significantly higher among social 
class A/B. The respondents within this social classification are more likely to have had the resources to 
make more calls in comparison to lower social classes. 
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Furthermore, those owning a Postmpaid subscription also had a higher increase in usage when compared 
to the increase made by Prempaid users. The disadvantage for Prempaid users, as explained earlier, was 
the need to be more careful with their credits, in case they would not be able to recharge their cards.
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 figure 22: Proportional increase / decrease of usage during the conflict
 Base: All respondents (n=801)

Once more it seems that during the conflict, everything revolved around the fact that people needed 
assurance about their loved ones. Therefore it was expected that this would also impact the frequency 
of mobile phone usage. Hence the increase in mobile usage is largely attributed to the people’s need for 
information on their family and friends. Some respondents can be quoted saying: “Mobile phones are 
much easier to use and more secure.” referring to comparison between calling people during the conflict, 
as opposed to having to travel to see them.

Other respondents made reference to the courtesy received from or offered to other people in their vicinmm
ity. More specifically:  “I was calling more to ask for some things not available in our region”; “I helped 
other people with delivering food and other things / to find a place to move”

figure 23: Reasons for increased usage
 Base: Respondents mentioning an increase in usage (n=624)

Increase %

For assuring about people / to assure about family and friends 83

I called relatives and friends more to get news regarding their locations 10

I sent a lot of messages to communicate with friends 4

On the other hand, 23% of the population mentioned that mobile phone usage decreased during the 
conflict. The decrease apparently is due to a variety of reasons, with none particularly dominating. The 
most pertinent reason for decreased usage is a bad connection, mentioned by slightly more than 1 in 
4 respondents. 

Other important reasons for decreasing usage of mobile phones, was the need to preserve credit and 
money for emergency purposes. Some respondents (13%) mentioned that the lack of credit was counmm
tered by making short calls only, while others specified that the calls were simply for assurances and not 
for chatting (8%).
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figure 24: Reasons for decreased usage
 Base: Respondents mentioning a decrease in usage (n=88)

Decrease %

The connection was so bad 27

To save the balance / units for emergencies 19

Lack of money / to save money 15

I was not working 14

We were making short calls only 13

All my friends and relatives were near me, so no need to call 13

We were afraid that charging cards would be not available 10

I was just calling some people for assuring only and not for chatting 8

It was expensive 8

I was receiving a lot of calls and not calling myself 6

I didn’t have units to call 6

I used the fixed line instead 5

The above mentioned increase in usage of course translates to an increase in mobile phone expenditure, 
when comparing the time before and during the conflict. The increase is quite steady through all demomm
graphic groups. However, the expenditure gap between social classes has widened, with D/E registering 
the lowest increase in comparison to all demographic groups.

76381

130960
142203

119459
108665

127289
138615

147190

173099

82397 88555
76066 69932

79737
95935

77437

104118

83899

0

40000

100000

80000

160000

200000

180000

120000

140000

60000

20000

Av. Monthly spending before conflict Av. Monthly spending during conflict

Le
ba

ne
se

 L
ira

s

98645
84776

72586

153286

131079
119063

To
tal

Male

Female
18-24

25-30
31-45

46-64
A/B

C1/C2
D/E

West
 Beiru

t

East 
Beiru

t

South Le
banon

99239

125658

figure 25: monthly spending before and during conflict Base: All respondents (n=801)
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3.8 
Pre-paid Line issues

Even though Lebanon’s mobile telecommunicamm
tions sector is predominately a prempaid market 
with 60% owning such a line, the survey results 
had a 92% of respondents owning a prempaid line. 
Postmpaid subscription is significantly more commm
mon to the older age groups (31m64 y.o.) and the 
higher social classes (A/B). However, prepaid lines 
prevail among all demographic groups. 

3.8.1 Availability of cards

As mentioned earlier, Prempaid users had some concerns regarding recharge cards and therefore were 
more careful with the mobile usage. However, 61% mentioned that finding prempaid cards during the 
conflict was the same as before the conflict. This might show that people’s cautious usage of the phone 
may have been simply precautionary, and rather a reaction to the expectation of prempaid card unavailmm
ability. It seems that finding cards was a little more easy in Beirut rather than South Lebanon (55% same 
as before the conflict vs. 45% little to very difficult to find cards).

This was not the case for everyone though, as 21% of respondents did face some difficulty in finding 
prepaid cards, while 18% stated it was rather difficult to very difficult to find cards. 
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It was very difficult –
it was almost impossible to find any cards

It was rather difficult – I had to spend
a considerable amount of effort to search for them

A little more difficult than before the conflict –
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The same as before the conflict 61

figure 27: Level of difficulty of finding pre-paid cards during the conflict 
 Base: Prepaid users (n=733)

Respondents mentioned that the difficulties faced in buying prepaid cards were related mostly to unusumm
ally high prices charged for the cards and also the unavailability of recharge cards. It seems that people 
were taking advantage of the situation and were charging high prices unjustifiably, while others were 
selling them in the black market. 

Facing these conditions, and the harshness of the conflict, prepaid users simply had to be more cautious 
with their expenditures in order to cope.

Pre-paid 92%

Post-paid monthly
subscription 8%

figure 26: Type of mobile phone line  
connection Base: All respondents (n=801)



46 ThE DIAL TONE Of WAR 
An insight into mobiLE communicAtions during thE 2006 LEbAnon confLict

0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70%

21

25

49

59

Cards sold in
black market mostly

Unavailability of shops
selling the pre-paid cards

Unavailability of
recharge cards

Unusually high prices
for cards

figure 28: Level of difficulty in finding pre-paid cards during the conflict 
Base: Prepaid users who faced difficulty in finding Prepaid cards (n=285)

Apparently caution was not the only reaction to difficulties faced with finding recharge cards. The majormm
ity searched for cards that were not overpriced either by themselves (35%) or through their friends and 
family (31%).

As could be expected, the male population had a more active role in the community, or more particularly 
in the family, during the conflict. This is also evident in the reaction to the difficulties faced in finding 
prepaid cards. The male population was more likely to be searching for recharge cards or places sellmm
ing recharge cards at reasonable prices by themselves, as opposed to depending on friends and family 
(43% vs. 25%). Conversely, a higher proportion 
of females depended on their family and friends 
in finding recharge cards, rather than searching 
themselves (28% vs. 36%). 
On the other hand, 1 in 4 simply had to “accept” the 
high prices charged for prepaid cards since they 
were a necessity. Another group of respondents 
indicate that once the opportunity was there, it 
had to be taken: “I was buying two cards at a time 
whenever this was possible.”

figure 29: Reaction to difficulties faced
 Base: Prepaid users who faced difficulty in finding Prepaid cards (n=285)

%

I searched a lot to find a re-charging card / places that didn’t take advantage of the situation and raise 
the prices

35

I called friends / family and told them to buy me a charging card 31

I was obliged to take it in spite of its high price 25

I didn’t recharge because they prolonged the validation period 14

Other 8

The relatively large proportion of people willing to search a region in conflict for prepaid cards shows 
how important it was for people to have their prepaid phone lines recharged. This was supported by 78% 
of respondents indicating that it was very important to charge the phone, to say the least. This proportion 
of the population includes also people who didn’t claim facing any difficulties in finding the cards.
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I only needed it occasionally
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It was very important
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I couldn’t live
without recharging it

figure 30: Importance of having cards recharged
 Base: Prepaid users (n=733)

3.8.2 card validity increase

The fact that the card validity was increased with agreement of the Ministry of Telecommunications during 
the conflict was well known throughout the population (96%). However, only half of those aware of the 
validity increase found it to be helpful. Though the validity was increased, Prepaid users still faced the 
challenge of recharging their cards to make calls after their credit had run out. It seems that the validity 
increase benefited more the lower social classes, as a significantly higher number of people within social 
classes C1/C2 and D/E stated that the increase was helpful.

Yes 96%

No 4%

figure 31: Awareness of card validity 
increase during the conflict
 Base: Prepaid users (n=733)

Those who were helped by the card validity increase believed that it had made life more convenient for 
them. People whose cards were expiring and could not recharge due to the conflict, “saved” their lines 
due to the increase in validity. Prepaid users in general would have more time to act if their validity was 
running out. This would in turn save money that would otherwise be spent on purchasing new prepaid 
cards. A respondent puts things into perspective: “It saved me from the danger as I didn’t have to travel 
to find cards.”
Another respondent shows appreciation: “I felt that the phone companies were caring for the people.”

Yes 50%

No 50%

figure 32: Whether card validity increase 
helped

Base: Respondents aware of card validity 
increase (n=705)
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I didn't recharge / I didn't recharge the whole period 
of conflict

It saved money / it helped us financially

It delayed my due dates to recharge / I was not obliged
to recharge on time / it saved my line /continuity of line

figure 33: Ways in which card validity increase has helped
 Base: Respondents helped by the validity increase (n=355)

3.9 
the business Environment during the conflict

3.9.1 Employment issues faced

Further to the effect it had on personal life, the conflict also impacted the business environment to a 
great extent. From the working population (63%), slightly more than half were forced not to work due 
to the events in the country. This was significantly more common within South Lebanon and partially in 
West Beirut (63% and 51% respectively), rather than East Beirut (32%).

However, if working did not become impossible altogether, it was definitely hindered. Despite having less 
people with no work during the conflict, East Beirut has a significantly higher number of people saying 
their work became very limited. Furthermore, one in four mentioned that work did continue but only part 
time, as people would adjust according to the events, and if the situation on that day would allow it.
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Many of my employees
were not showing up

during week-days

There were no major effects

My customers were
reduced – my revenues
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I was only able to
work part of the time

The work became
very limited

I was not able to work at all

figure 34: Ways in which business / work was affected during the 
conflict Base: Employed Respondents (n=512)
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3.9.2 mobile phones facilitating business needs

On the contrary to personal everyday life, mobile phones were not as effective in facilitating business 
needs. Looking only at the population who were working at least partially during the time in question, 
39% mentioned that mobile phones facilitated their business needs. This group of people are signifimm
cantly larger within South Lebanon, as people utilised their mobile phones for business purposes more 
than inhabitants of Beirut.

Mobile phones kept work alive in a number of ways, none really distinguishing from the others. As with 
personal life, people would use the phone to gather information such as if the situation allows them to 
work on any specific day (26%). Others used phones to communicate with customers, as it helped to 
organise the delivery of goods and other necessities (23%). Basically by maintaining communication 
between employer, employee and customer, mobile phones have assisted in maintaining some level of 
business, at least for some people whose type of work could allow this.

Mobile communication has also helped those needing to travel between regions for their work. As a 
respondent specifies: “It helped to know where we should go and which road to use.” Once more it is 
evident that sense of security was increased through mobile phones, as people would gather informamm
tion that could keep them out of harms way. 

No 61%

Yes 39%

figure 35: facilitation of business needs through mobile phone usage during the conflict
 Base: Respondents working even partially during conflict (n=241)
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I used it to see if I could go to work

 figure 36: Ways in which mobile phone helped facilitate business needs
 Base: Respondents helped with their work (n=94)
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Despite its usefulness to 39% of people who worked during the conflict, 1 in 5 of these people felt that 
mobile phones were helpful but not really irreplaceable. It was mainly a facilitation tool for work (38%), 
but for some it was a tool they could not live without (18%).

figure 37: Whether mobile phone was irreplaceable in order to resolve business issues
 Base: Respondents helped with their work (n=94)

%

It facilitated matters 38

It helped me a little bit but this didn’t mean it was irreplaceable 23

I was not able to stay without it at all/it was irreplaceable at situations like that 18

It replaced transportations and its difficulties and dangers at that time 17

I was getting calls and instruction from work 10

No, I could use the tele card/fixed lines phones 9

Other 7

3.10 
Problem Areas and benefits of using a mobile Phone

3.10.1 Problem areas

Although mobile phones were very useful for both everyday life and business issues, people faced numm
merous problems in using them. 
The most common issues faced by mobile users were related to the network. With constant bombardmm
ments, the network coverage and quality was frequently interrupted and deteriorating. On the other 
hand with mobile phone usage increasing, as people would call each other for assurance and informamm
tion, the network was very congested (51%) and not able to handle both the coverage issue and the 
increased traffic.

dr hussein faqih makes a call every three or 
four minutes, as he sits on his friend fuad 
nahli’s balcony, overlooking one of the main 
roads in southern Lebanon.
he is offering free medical advice to some of 
the thousands of civilians trapped by israel’s 
bombardment of Lebanon, which started 10 
days ago when hezbollah guerrillas snatched 
two israeli soldiers during a cross-border raid.
“my phone bill is going to be about $1,000 this 
month,” he says with a shrug. “but i don’t care 
about the money; i have to help the people.”
he has just spoken to a woman in the village of 
mansoureh, deep in the south, he tells me.
her family has been unable to escape because 
of continued shelling, and her 56-year-old hus--
band, a diabetes sufferer, was slipping into a 
coma because his medicine had run out.
the doctor calls a contact in a nearby village 
who volunteers to drive to mansoureh despite 
the shelling and deliver the required medicine.
since television has finally replaced radio as 

Lebanon’s medium-of-choice as a wartime 
information source, the nahli family’s all-im--
portant portable tV set is powered by a battery 
and adaptor.
in this latest crisis, tV has also taken on an im--
portant humanitarian role, with the most “pro-
resistance” stations, new tV and hezbollah’s 
own al-manar, broadcasting the mobile phone 
numbers of people cut off by the bombardment 
or in need of emergency care.
“People give their numbers to al-manar, and i 
and other doctors watch and call them up when 
we think we can help over the phone, or just to 
give them moral support,” says dr faqih.
“that’s how i was able to speak to the women 
in mansoureh, and i make calls across the tar--
geted area.”

Martin Asser writes in the BBC News about 
how doctors are able to help patients during 
the war through mobile phone numbers being 
broadcast over TV channels. July 21, 2006 

mobile Doctor
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Other problems faced by people were quite out of the ordinary though. Slightly less than 1 in 5 mentioned 
receiving calls or SMS messages from unknown numbers, with messages of propaganda. A respondent 
mentions the level of confusion caused by such acts: “We’ve got many calls from unknown numbers. My 
parents supposed that it was me who was dialling, but it was someone else.” 

Another 13% mentioned that numbers were getting constantly mixed, and people could hear different voicmm
es when talking on the phone, even from people in other countries in the region. A respondent attributes 
this to the following: “The Network was all complicated because of radars, wiretap and interference.”

Additionally, people felt that their calls were being monitored and were concerned whether they could 
be traced by spy planes during a phone call and thus endanger the life of the caller.  Nevertheless, the 
average person would use mobile phones even though they had insecurities regarding its usage.
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 figure 38: Problems faced in using a mobile phone during the conflict
 Base: All respondents (n=801)

israel is directing a multi--
media propaganda campaign 
at the besieged people of 
southern Lebanon as it bat--
tles with hezbollah.
mobile phone users are being 

bombarded with text messages and phone calls, 
and a local radio station has suddenly had re--
ports broadcast from the israeli government’s 
point of view.
Early on friday morning the residents of tyre 
were woken by a recorded message on their mo--
bile phone voice-mails, warning all those living 
south of the Litani river to leave immediately or 

risk being killed. the voice reading the message 
signed off: “the state of israel.”
meanwhile mobile phone users regularly re--
ceive messages sent to their phones which ap--
pear as news updates, attempting to discredit 
nasrallah or the party he leads. titled «news», 
a message sent early yesterday reported that 
the hezbollah leader had prepared a secure 
bunker for himself and other senior hezbullah 
officials to flee into syria.

Clancy Chassay writes in The Guardian about 
the propaganda machine used against the citi--
zens of Lebanon. July 24, 2006

Propaganda Wars
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3.10.2 benefits and disadvantages of using mobile phones

The vast majority of respondents recognized the value of mobile phones during the conflict. It has been 
characterized as a useful or unique tool by 80% of people, stating that it has helped them frequently or 
in many occasions it made the difference. The latter was mentioned by a significantly higher number of 
people from West Beirut and South Lebanon.
To virtually everyone (92%), the greatest value of the mobile phone was the ability to communicate 
with friends, family or colleagues at any time. As was seen earlier, assurance was very important for the 
population during the conflict and mobile phones proved to be the most useful tool for this purpose.
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Disappointingly unreliable – between the network failures
the busy networks and the possibility

of calls being monitored, I very rarely used it 

Not a very reliable tool – I often had to resort
to other means of communication / information

A tool – I used it along with fixed line phones,
TV and radio stations, and other means

A unique tool – it made a difference in many occasions

A useful tool – it helped me frequently

figure 39: Attitudes towards mobile phone usage Base: All respondents (n=801)

Upon being asked to name the disadvantages of using mobile phones, more than one in three (35%) menmm
tioned that there were none to declare. A significantly higher number of Postmpaid users found no disadvanmm
tages in using mobile phones as opposed to Prempaid users (49% vs. 34%). Also, mobile phones were more 
useful to people from South Lebanon rather than people from Beirut. However certain issues have been 
identified and those relate to high prices charged and a bad costing system. This problem was identified earmm
lier among prepaid users, who struggled finding recharge cards that were not overcharged unjustifiably. 
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figure 40: major disadvantages of using mobile phones during  
the conflict Base: All Respondents (n=801)
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3.10.3 Attitudes towards mobile phones unavailability scenario

In order to fully understand the value of mobile phones to the population, people were presented with 
a hypothetical scenario, and respondents were asked to describe their reaction. The key of this scenario 
was that for some reason, mobile phones would not be available to the user during the conflict. 
The largest proportion (88%) claim they would feel deprived without a mobile phone. Lacking this useful 
tool would bother 1 in 3 people, while 1 in 4 would be worried for their friends and family. For 16%, life 
without a mobile would be unimaginable.
On the other hand, some feel that the mobile phone is replaceable. If the mobile phone would not be 
available, these people would simply use alternative tools, such fixed lines or TELE cards.

figure 41: Attitudes towards the possibility of not being able to use mobile phones during  
the conflict Base: All respondents (n=801)

%

I would be so bothered / intense 33

I would always be worried about the family and friends 21

I would be as if I’m alone in this world / lost 18

I couldn’t imagine my life without mobile especially at difficult situations like that 16

I would use the TELE card instead / fixed lines phones 13

I would use another tool  / facility 8

Ordinary / mobile is a tool and not end of the world 6

3.11 
repercussions on Life After the conflict

Network failures have reduced significantly following the end of the conflict of 2006 for 68% of the 
people. The most satisfied people seem to be those living in South Lebanon, where a significantly higher 
number declare that there are no network failures in there area.
On the other hand, almost a third of respondents, declare regular network problems. These seem to be 
more frequent in East Beirut followed by West Beirut.
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figure 42: current frequency of network failures or “network busy” messages
 Base: All respondents (n=801)
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Nowadays, as a result of the conflict experience, half the people are instantly alarmed by network 
problems as they are afraid of these being a result of new hostilities or unfortunate events taking place 
in the country. 

Conclusively, despite the termination of the conflict in 2006, it would still have an effect on a large promm
portion of the population and their internal feeling of security. 
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figure 43: current thoughts if the network is busy or not working
 Base: All respondents (n=801)
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< Mdairej bridge, the 
highest in the Middle East, 
destroyed after Israeli jets 
attacked it on 21 July 2006.
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 4 
cONcLUSION

During the horrid war that took place in Lebanon in the summer of 2006, mobile phones were the most 
important and most used means of communication for the population of Beirut and South Lebanon.

This is more so the case among the respondents who indicated that mobiles phones were a useful tool 
(55%), helping them frequently during the specified period and also those who described it as a unique 
tool (25%), making the difference in many occasions. 

However, for some it was merely another everyday tool that is replaceable by other communication 
facilities. This sentiment may exist in Lebanon simply because there are other substitutes available, such 
as public phones or fixed lines, or because the mobile phone penetration is still at low levels. In addimm
tion, a large number of respondents mentioned that communication during the conflict was problematic, 
since mobile phones “suffered” from network problems and disruptions caused by the bombings of the 
network infrastructure and by the huge shift in demand from one region to the other. 

Many respondents also mentioned that calls through mobile phones were quite expensive (34%) – a 
sentiment that is normal when one compares the exorbitant cost of telecommunications to neighboring 
countries. However, this has not stopped respondents from increasing their usage of mobile phones durmm
ing the conflict period. The vast majority (88%) mentioned an increase in mobile phone usage during 
the conflict, as compared to usage before the conflict. Almost all (98%) used mobile phones very often, 
to fulfil their personal needs and those of their family, but also to solve problems caused by the conflict.

Mobile phones serve their purpose and this is why users find them valuable. Most importantly, mobiles 
phones were communication facilitators which helped owners/users to check up on their family and 
friends during the conflict. In view of limited movement due to bombing of roads and bridges, mobile 
phones bridged the communication gap between people. Respondents were able to be constantly in 
contact with their loved ones, thus providing a feeling of connectivity, as family and friends can easily 
comfort the respondent of their situation.

Contrary to personal everyday life, mobile phones were not as effective in facilitating business needs 
during the conflict. Of those able to work during the conflict (30% working at least partially), only 39% 
mentioned that mobile phones facilitated their business needs – still a substantial percentage when one 
assesses the difficulties and uncertainties of the conflict. For this part of the population, mobile phones 
kept work alive in a variety of ways. People would use the phone to gather information on the situation 
to gauge if it would permit for a working environment on that day, others used phones to communicate 
with customers, as it helped organise the delivery of goods and other necessities (23%). By maintaining 
communication between employer, employee and customer, mobile phones have assisted in maintainmm
ing some level of business, at least for some people whose type of work could allow this.

Even with its shortcomings of high cost, network issues and some feeling of insecurity, mobile phones in 
Lebanon played a very important role in the lives of those experiencing the conflict in Beirut and South 
Lebanon. When respondents were asked how they would feel if they could not use mobile phones durmm
ing the conflict, the vast majority mentioned that they would feel deprived, they would be worried about 
their families and friends, they would feel lost and alone and life would simply be unimaginable during 
the difficult times. 

Following the events of summer 2006, a certain part of the population is still intimidated by the prospect 
of further hostilities. Some even go as far as relating current network issues/failures with the possibility 
of hostilities occurring once more. Evidently, mobile phones are likely to remain an important tool for the 
people of Lebanon, facilitating communication and a transmitter of information that supports life.
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In times of war, climbing up a telecommunications tower is not the ideal occupation, especially amid a re--
lentless air campaign that targeted, among other things, the communications sector. But throughout the 
summer of 2006 as bombs fell across the Lebanese territory, the cellular phone network run by Kuwait’s 
Mobile Telecommunications Company remained largely online despite missile attacks on key transmis--
sion sites. With the exception of some areas in Southern Lebanon, where the fighting was acutely severe, 
cellular customers across the nation experienced relatively few interruptions in their regular service 
throughout the grueling 34-day conflict. This seemingly miraculous feat can be attributed to a number of 
innovative measures implemented by MTC management under the adverse circumstances, including de--
centralized decision making, support from regional offices and a special emphasis on human resources. 
Indeed, the biggest factor kept the network running against all odds  was an unflinching determination 
among the company’s key staff to keep their fellow citizens connected throughout the crisis. 

The following report chronicles the anatomy of MTC’s operation during the summer of 2006 based on 
the accounts of several members of the company’s senior management and technical engineers who 
experienced the events firsthand.

1 
disaster and recovery

Events moved very quickly in Lebanon following the border confrontation between Israel and Hezbollah 
on a July 12, 2006. The next morning, most Lebanese awoke to television images showing columns of smoke 
rising from Beirut International Airport.  At this point many if not most Lebanese companies immediately 
cancelled work, with some offices, particularly those located in the capital, shutting down for weeks.

However MTC’s local operation, known as MTC Touch, simply did not have that option, despite the fact 
that its headquarters is situated directly adjacent to the strategically vulnerable Port of Beirut. Thus 
while the airport runways were ablaze on the morning of July 13th, MTC Touch management called for a 
meeting at headquarters to establish a contingency plan. 
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One of the first steps was to identify key technical staff and begin considering the establishment of a remm
mote Network Operation Center, north of the capital in the relatively unaffected costal town of Kaslik. There 
was also a decision taken to do something few companies would be thinking about at the outset of a major 
crisis: pay all staff salaries immediately, well ahead of normal payroll disbursement at month’s end. It was 
the first of many steps taken by management, both on the local and corporate levels, to instill a level of conmm
fidence in MTC Touch’s 400 plus employees that undoubtedly helped ensure their sustained commitment to 
the task at hand, both throughout the conflict and during its aftermath. This determination was bolstered 
by the popular phrase “one call could save a life”, which became the buzz from senior management on 
downward. It was a conviction that was put to the test only hours after the initial emergency meeting. 

At around 6AM on July 14, less than 24 hours after the airport strike, transmission facilities in the Mount 
Lebanon town of Dahar El Baidar were totally scorched and obliterated. Just one day into the conflict and 
it had already became apparent that communications equipment would be a primary target. In the words 
of one network engineer, “that’s when the excitement began.” 

The destruction of Dahar El Baidar, known as a Base Station Control site or BSC, resulted in a chain reacmm
tion of failures at a range of smaller relay sites known as Base Transceiver Stations (BTS). Approximately 
400 BTS sites mounted across Lebanon provide cellular coverage, with their signals then routed through 
24 BSC sites, each of which are set up to process output from a specific cluster of BTS sites. Thus the loss 
of any one BSC site could result in a coverage outage that would affect an entire geographical region. 

MTC engineers reached the Dahar el Baidar site within 90 minutes of missile impact and after a quick 
assessment of the damages, a decision was immediately taken to reroute all traffic from the 14 BTS 
sites connected to it to the nearest alternative BSC. The necessary ‘reshuffling’ work began in earnest 
thanks to a streamlined decisionmmaking process implemented across MTC’s technical department. But 
in the midst of the conflict, which was also marked by a land, air and sea blockade, engineers were then 
stumped by an additional problem: a lack of essential spare equipment. The solution here, like so many 
warmtime conundrums, was simply to make do with whatever resources were available. Thus as a temmm
porary solution, obsolete supplies were retrieved from storage to make the necessary adjustments, and 
within four days of the attack, the BTS sites served by Dahar El Baidar had been reshuffled and service 
resumed. The field engineers, which also included senior MTC Touch management staff, had worked 
long and hard to set the reconfigurations under the duress of continuous bombing, sleeping very little in 
between shifts. But even when that job was done, they wouldn’t have much time to rest. 
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2  
A game of “cat and mouse”

It wasn’t more than a few days later that another 
BSC came under severe attack. This time the site 
was Fatka, the primary communications hub for 
North Lebanon. Located near the center of the 
country some 30 kilometers north of Beirut, the 
transmission station also hosted a number of 
TV antennas. It was totally devastated in the atmm
tack, which killed a technician from the Lebanese 
Broadcasting Corporation and proved that the war 
would not be restricted to the south. 

The Fatka bombing had much broader ramificamm
tions than that of Dahar El Baidar. Some 70 BTS 
sites went offline as a result and tens of thoumm
sands of customers in north Lebanon suddenly 
became unreachable by their friends and family 
in the rest of the country. It was an anxious scemm
nario under any circumstances let alone a war of 
ferocious magnitude. 

MTC staff knew they had to react even faster this 
time, although the problem seemed immense. One 
senior MTC engineer working from home had an 
idea. As he was watching the smoldering images 
of the devastated site on television, he wondered 
if MTC could use the existing landmbased infrastructure to reconnect the cellular grid with the north. After 
a few quick phone calls and coordination with Lebanon’s Telecommunications ministry a plan was soon 
put in place to use fiber optic submarine lines, which are normally dedicated for international calls, to 
rectify the massive disconnect with the North.  The solution proved to be a success and within two days 
the north network was back up and running. 

Although Fatka and Dahar el Baidar were the only two BSC sites that took a direct hit during the fighting, 
MTC’s thinly stretched technical staff had their hands full with a number of other projects throughout 
the remainder of the war. In addition to direct bombing campaigns, Lebanon also faced a tremendous 
refugee crisis during the summer of 2006 with up to 1 million people on the move fleeing the most afmm
fected areas in south Lebanon and southern Beirut. The massive migration of people was accompanied 
by a massive migration in mobile devices. With the network under strain to accommodate for so much 
additional demand, some 100 BTS sites had to be upgraded. This involved rush orders to increase capacmm
ity licensing from MTC suppliers such as Siemens.   

Maintenance was also required in areas abandoned by the refugees. Although MTC staff could not reach 
some of the worst affected areas in the South, where a number of BTS sites were directly targeted, they 
did manage to address malfunctions that occurred in the southern suburbs of Beirut. Because it was one 
of the most heavily bombed areas in the country, even simple tasks such as that of shutting a door to a 
control room to keep temperature levels in check, became critical missions. 

Throughout all the hardship, including the constant intimidation of fighter jets buzzing overhead, MTC’s 
technical staff managed to press forward with their work, putting in up to 20 hours per day at some points 
and often sleeping only a couple hours per night. One staff member joked about his motivation saying, 

^ MTC Touch GM Mohammed 
Shabib and CTO Rula Abu 
Daher inspecting one of 
the sites that was bombed 
during the war.



60 AGAINST ThE ODDS 
An insight into mobiLE communicAtions during thE 2006 LEbAnon confLict

“even if you go home and you have a jet bombing at night you will not sleep.” This is not to say that the 
work did not pose risks, even if they were calculated ones. MTC senior management realized they had to 
take the lead to help reassure their staff, with the company’s General Manger and Chief Technical Officer 
often making site visits or participating in the repairs themselves. According to CTO Rula Abu Daher: “If 
you have the right team spirit, you can do anything irrespective of the limitations you have.” It was a 
conclusion that rang true well beyond the technical department.

3 
staying in touch

Without a doubt, the most critical factor in MTC’s resilience throughout the summer of 2006 was its 
people and the policies that reinforced their commitment. This was evident from the earliest days of the 
conflict when the company set up a program known as ‘Living Link.’ It meant that MTC Touch—through 
the help of its sister company in Jordan—was literally able to keep in continuous contact with each 
and everyone of its 360 employees throughout the war months. The program was simple enough: each 
Lebanon staff member received a call from a representative of MTCmowned Jordanian mobile operator 
Fastlink. Employees were asked about their personal situation, whether or not they were safe and if 
they needed assistance. Callers emphasized that the correspondence was not aimed at forcing them to 
get back to work but rather reassuring them that the company would remain operational and help staff 
wherever possible. As an added gesture, all employees were provided with a bulk of free calling units to 
provide a small semblance of comfort in the disconcerting circumstances. 

The Living Link program was used to take an inventory of employee status on several occasions during 
the war. As a result, it succeeded in assisting several employees by arranging medical treatment, finanmm
cial assistance, alternative shelter and even relocation in a few of the severest cases. 

Considering the devastating situation across much of the country, both on a physical and psychological 
level, it may come as no surprise that most MTC employees did not come  to work at all during the initial 
weeks of the war. Although relatively few faced injuries and property damage, there was an overwhelmmm
ing need to be with one’s family during such life and death circumstances. Others still could not make it 
into work due to transportation difficulties posed by damaged roads and bridges. 

One solution was to provide remote occupational abilities for a core team of employees that were identified 
earlier on as being essential to keeping the cellular network operational.  This included extended hotel 
stays for essential staff and their families in accommodations close to headquarters, as well as near the 
remote location in Kaslik. Another useful initiative proved to be the setting up a Virtual Private Network 
(VPN), which could be used to connect senior staff from home in the most difficult circumstances. 

In reviewing the events of 2006, senior MTC Touch officers often remarked about the small number of 
staff that made it to the office in the early days of the war. At times a total of no more than 25 employees 
were deployed throughout the country with only a handful occupying the capital city headquarters. But 
because the work was based solely on contingency and survival rather than marketing or business demm
velopment, the small number of staff could have been seen as an advantage. According to I.T. manager 
Nadim Khater: “If you have fewer people and are under constant pressure, you need to innovate as opmm
posed to when you have lots of resources and might tend to relax.”

Indeed versatility became a key trait for many employees in their drive to make ends meet. One interestmm
ing example is that of a human resources staff member, who when stuck in the Southern town of Sidon 
took it upon himself to manage a regional customer support center. “Flexibility and team work are very 
important in times of a crisis,” said HR manager Nour Shebaro. “We all had to support each other regardmm
less of the function or job description.” 
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4 
boosting morale

Attendance began to pick up in the third and fourth weeks of the conflict despite the fact that the fighting 
showed few signs of slowing, including an uptick in air raids in and around Beirut. Nonetheless, staff 
began to trickle back into the office and when they did, MTC Touch General Manager Mohammed Shabib 
made an effort to offer everyone a personal welcome. He and other senior staff made a habit of walking 
the hallways and floors to meet and greet with those employees who managed to show up; inquire about 
their living circumstances and families. 

As a JordanianmAmerican national, it’s worth noting that Mr. Shabib was one of the few foreign executives 
to remain in Lebanon despite the fighting. He was given full authority by MTC Group CEO Dr. Saad Al 
Barrak to make on the spot decisions wherever necessary. This included approval of additional aid and 
benefits to employees as well as a relaxation in deadlines set for a return to work when hostilities finally 
ended. But it was often the smallest gestures that carried the most meaning. Both Shabib and Al Barrak 
sent out a number of personalized SMS messages to the entire staff during the course of the war. The 
messages were an important confirmation of continuity for the staff at a time when rumors circulated 
wildly about local companies that planned to institute massive layoffs or shut down entirely.  Still as the 
war pressed on, the situation did not seem to be improving. There was a realization that more should be 
done and that decision came from the highest level on the corporate ladder. 

Despite increased talk of a ceasefire in early April, there was no let up in the earthmshaking bombardmm
ments in the south and southern Beirut. Nonetheless MTC Group CEO, Dr. Saad Al Barrak, a Kuwaiti 
national, decided to visit the company’s Beirut headquarters. The move came as a welcome surprise to 
the increasing number of staff that had by this time returned to work. 

With the airport still closed, Al Barrak made the trip over land across the Syrian border, which had been 
the site of several aerial attacks.  The visit earned him a standing ovation from a crowd of employees that 
gathered to hear their CEO speak, with many describing the scene as an energizing event that heartened 
their resolve to carry on. During the short speech Al Barrak extended his gratitude to the staff on hand 
and his well wishes to those that could not be there.  “We are proud of you, you are courageous,” he said. 

“Tell those who are not here not be afraid; nothing will change, tell them to go take care of their families; 
your family comes before work.” 

5 
reaching out

In between repairing transmission stations and 
assisting its beleaguered staff, MTC Touch also 
somehow managed to find time to assist to the 
broader Lebanese community, particularly the inmm
flux of refugees. The estimated 1 million Lebanese 
on the move had left thousands of homes behind 
in the south and the southern suburbs. Many 
sought temporary accommodations, while others 
fled to Syria, but for tens of thousands, the only 
alternative was makeshift shelters where living 
conditions quickly became appalling. The shelters 
were mainly based in public schools, and as time 
wore on, the sanitary situation deteriorated. Some 
families resorted to moving out of the increasingly 
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filthy schools and out onto the streets. Crowds began to fill Beirut’s only park in Sanayeh with many 
sleeping out in the open summer heat for weeks at a time.  With the Sanayeh Park only a few minute’s 
drive from MTC’s Beirut headquarters, senior management felt obliged to act.  They deployed nonmesmm
sential staff to supermarkets and filled an entire floor of the company’s offices with food and medical 
supplies, which were then distributed to the needy in packets. MTC management also approved plans 
to provide special living assistance to a number of refugee families that were surviving under dire cirmm
cumstances, particularly those with small children. MTC staff identified some of these hardship cases 
providing up to a dozen families with rented hotel rooms and per diem allowances. 

Aside from purely charitable work the company was also able to address the refugee crisis where it 
concerned its core business: the insatiable demand for mobile services. Through contacts with a promimm
nent nonmprofit organization, the company was able to locate volunteers working in the shelters and 
subsequently provide them with a bulk of free calling time. The scheme was executed remotely, allowing 
volunteers to continue with their work while freeing them from the barrier posed by Lebanon’s exceedmm
ingly high telecommunications tariffs. Lastly, in coordination with and with the approval of the Telecom 
Ministry, MTC also abolished a fivemday grace period for service disconnections as a result of failure to 
pay. During the war and in the months following it no lines were disconnected for any reason.  

6 
group support

In addition to the company’s Lebanon staff, MTC employees from throughout the Group’s regional submm
sidiaries also responded to the plight of refugees. Employeemled fundraisers were organized at the commm
pany’s telecom operations in Sudan, Bahrain, Jordan and Kuwait, with management matching individual 
donations as a further incentive.
 
As an example, MTC’s Sudanese operation, Mobitel, raised a total of $170,000 while the Jordanian opermm
ation’s employees raised some $125,000.

Staff at subsidiary companies also helped serve the needs of Lebanese customers by accepting orders 
from expatriate Lebanese who wanted to add credit to family members accounts in Lebanon. 

7 
reconstruction

Approximately one year after the devastation of 2006, MTC’s infrastructure across the Lebanese territory 
is operating at a stronger standing than it was before the war began. Repair work began in earnest immm
mediately after the cessation of hostilities. Although it would take months to rebuild all damaged inframm
structure, temporary solutions enabled the company and its customers to get back on their feet in record 
time. Through the deployment of mobile BTS sites, regular cellular service was 90 percent restored in 
south Lebanon within 36 hours from the ceasemfire announcement on August 14. At this point, in addition 
to customers, employees and the needy, MTC was also able to extend a hand out to the Lebanese governmm
ment, donating $2 million to improve the national mobile network. 

Going forward, a number of measures have been taken to ensure redundancy for the future. These inmm
clude the purchase of desperately needed spare equipment in case of emergency situations as well as 
the implementation of a ring topology system, which will help the network operate more efficiently and 
with a greater level of redundancy. 
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8 
Lessons and rewards

Looking back at the relative network stability that was maintained by MTC throughout the 34 days of conmm
flict, it would be difficult to categorize the response in procedural or even rational terms. This is because 
the unpredictable nature of the war caused many contingency plans to be inoperable. 

An example of this was the establishment of a remote Network Operations Center (NOC) in Kaslik. With 
most of the fighting and air attacks concentrated in the South, Kaslik was seen as a somewhat safer area. 
However the attacks on Fatka, and subsequent bombing of bridges in the Jounieh area changed that 
perception. The Kaslik office actually became inoperable due to the Fatka attack, which cut telecom opmm
erations across the whole area.  Although MTC was able to restore the mobile network coverage through 
the use of existing fiber optic infrastructure, internet connectivity in the area remained unattainable for 
some time.  Furthermore the bombing of bridges made travel extremely difficult for senior staff, some of 
whom stayed in hotels near Kaslik. Fortunately enough, MTC Touch GM Mohammed Shabib and his team 
had left the area just before the attack, which subsequently caused the company to abandon plans for 
the remote NOC and continue to work out of the main headquarters in Beirut. In Shabib’s own words, “I 
don’t care what plans you had before the war, during the war you would come up with your own plans.” 

Indeed, during uncertain times the only constant seemed to be the versatility and determined nature of 
the staff to constantly adapt to their changing surroundings. In such a situation the company’s best asset 
was its reinforcement of a generous and flexible corporate culture. In addition to the aforementioned 
benefits, including an early salary payment, free additional talk time, living and health care accommm
modations upon request, and a largely voluntary attendance policy, the company also offered an admm
ditional two months bonus pay to its Lebanon staff during the precarious reconstruction period. Whether 
planned or serendipitous in nature, these polices proved to be a valuable investment in employee loyalty 
and customer satisfaction. 




